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In my research and writing process, I realize how much is unknowable. I was aware of this 
intellectually, but it was not until I explored the history and the work of Bernice Lee Bing that I 
found myself confronted with closed doors and, worst yet, lost history. One can’t recreate or 
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American Women Artists Association: Kim Anno and Flo Oy Wong, whom I interviewed, and 
Michaela Hsu Leavey, whom I met and spoke with at the opening of Bing’s retrospective. These 
conversations gave me a great insight into the last ten years of Bing’s life. This thesis would not 
be possible without the support of Lenore Chinn, who has been instrumental in connecting me 
with the estate, Bing’s colleagues and friends, and the museum curators and librarians, who are 
knowledgeable about Bing’s work. These wonderful women helped me understand Bing’s 
tenacity and grit. Thanks to their perspectives, Bing’s story continues to compel me.  
I must thank Professor Wen-shing Chou, my advisor, whose wisdom and support steered 
me in the right direction. Professor Michael Lobel, my second reader, offered equally important 
guidance. Thank you to Professor Maria Antonella Pelizzari, Professor Howard Singerman, and 
Laura Frantz for their leadership that helped me through my graduate studies. To all the 
professors whose courses I took while at Hunter College, I thank you for furthering my 
understanding of art history and its function in the world. I want to thank my family and friends 
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for their support; without them saying, “You can do this,” every so often, or very often, I am not 
sure I would have made it through. Last, but not least, I want to thank Victoria Newhouse, for 
without you and what your employment offered, I would not have been able to take on this 
challenge. This thesis is for Bernice; it is for me; and it is for all of you.  
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I sometimes reach this [state of enlightenment] while painting, but then [this is] rare. […] 
I can’t seem to deduce my emotions to the paints [when I] reach this state of 
enlightenment.  
—Bernice Lee Bing, 19641  
[In my Buddhist practice,] I haven’t learned to let go of art. The highest form of art is a 
vehicle, a mantra. I am burdened by the materialistic aspect of producing art.” 
—Bernice Lee Bing, 19892 
The practice of painting for Bernice Lee Bing (Chinese name: Lee Yu Bing,3 李玉冰, b. April 
10, 1936 – d. August 18, 1998) evolved with her spiritual practices in Zen Buddhism, Nichiren 
Buddhism, and Nyingma Buddhism over the course of her life. This relatively unknown artist 
lived and worked in Northern California between the late 1950s and 1990s. Her paintings 
engaged with Abstract Expressionism, abstract landscapes in the 1960s, visionary art in the 
1970s, and her Neo-Expressionism that combines calligraphic technique with the other forms by 
the 1980s. She wrote the first epigraph above in 1964, which illustrates her painting practice’s 
affinity with the Buddhist state of enlightenment. Throughout her career, her spiritual practice 
and her work developed in tandem, as the second quote, twenty-five years later, shows her 
 
1 Bernice Bing, “Thoughts on Visual and Non-Visual Forms” Sketchbook [1964], the Estate of Bernice Bing, 
Sonoma, CA.  
2 Video, “Bernice Bing,” [1989], unpublished interview with Moira Roth, provided by Lenore Chinn, San Francisco, 
CA. Also quoted in Lydia Matthews, “Quantum Bingo,” in Bernice Bing: A Memorial Tribute and Retrospective 
edited by Flo Oy Wong, Moira Roth, Lenore Chinn, and Kim Anno (San Francisco: SOMArts Gallery, 1999), 
accessed on June 6, 2019, https://queerculturalcenter.org/quantum-bingo/. 
3 In Chinese, last names go first. This means that Bing’s last name is actually Lee, and Yu Bing is her first name. 
Her English name, therefore, should really be Bernice Lee. Some scholars have attempted to rectify this error by 
adding Lee as a middle name. It is unclear when this error began. Friends, like Nona Mock Wyman, from the Ming 
Quong Home orphanage, where Bing and her younger sister, Lolita, had stayed, refer to her as Bernice Bing since 
their youth. To keep Bing’s name consistent across the scholarship on Bing, this thesis uses the known 
nomenclature—Bernice Lee Bing.  
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continued preoccupation with the relationship between them. The objective of this thesis is to 
analyze how Bing’s spiritual practice impacted her work.  
The existing scholarship on Bing does not treat her spiritual practice as an interpretative 
tool for her work. In order to understand this omission, a brief review of this scholarship is 
necessary. Since the 1980s, the art history field has been including more artists of color in light 
of the civil rights movements that began in the 1950s.4 Given the drive to study artists of color 
missing from the field, Bing’s identity as Chinese American and lesbian, markers that came to 
define her after her death in 1998, generated attention on her small body of work.5 A spurt of 
research and publication were done in the early 2000s after she passed.6 Scholars looked at the 
circumstances and hardships of her life and used them to interpret her work.7 Between 1999 and 
 
4 Jonathan Harris, “Conclusion,” in The New Art History: A Critical Introduction (London: Routledge, 2001), 264. 
5 During Bing’s lifetime, she did not allow her identities—Chinese American, a lesbian, or a woman—to define her 
as a person. That she was a lesbian was not public knowledge. The first publication to mention that fact was 
Matthew’s memorial exhibition essay in 1999. In regard to the small body of work, from my research, I know of 
sixty-five works, mostly paintings, a few drawings and mixed media works. I saw forty-one works in person, plus 
the many drawings in her sketchbooks excluded from the sixty-five count. Only thirty-three works are available 
digitally and fourteen works are part of public collections that rarely show her work: the three institutions are all in 
California. It is my hope that more of Bing’s work will enter public institutions and exhibit in more shows. 
6 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” Poon, Leading the Way, 12. Susan R. Ressler, ed. “Chapter 3: Asian American 
Women Artists: Community Networks and Cultural Autonomy,” Women Artists of the American West (Jefferson: 
McFarland & Company, Inc., 2003), 50–80. Hallmark, “Bernice Bing,” 19–22. Daniell Cornell, Mark Dean 
Johnson, and Gordon H. Chang, “Bernice Bing,” in Asian American Modern Art: Shifting Currents, 1900–1970 (San 
Francisco: University of California Press; Berkeley: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 2008), 127. Valerie J. 
Matsumoto, “Pioneers, renegades, and visionaries: Asian American Women Artists in California, 1890s–1960s,” 
Chang, Gordon, Mark Dean Johnson, and Paul J. Karlstrom, eds. Asian American Art: A History, 1850–1970 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 177. Jennifer Banta, “What is the Mystery?” Landauer, “The Dual 
Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 212–252. 
7 Jennifer Banta, “What is the Mystery? Abstraction and the Path of Self-Enlightenment in the Life and Painting of 
Bernice Bing.” Master of Arts thesis, California College of the Arts, 2009, 20. Susan Landauer, “The Dual Worlds 
of Bernice Bing,” edited by Frida Forsgren and Michael J. Prince, Out of the Shadows: Beat Women Are Not Beaten 
Women (Norway: Portal Books, 2015), 212–213. Kara Kelley Hallmark, “Bernice Bing,” Encyclopedia of Asian 
American Artists (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2007), 19–22. Irene Poon, Leading the Way: Asian American Artists 
of the Older Generation (Wenham: Gordon College, 2001), 12. 
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2008, scholars discussed Bing’s work in compendiums of Asian American artists that emphasize 
her identity.8  
Newer art historical methodologies, such as feminist theory (1970s) and queer theory 
(1990s), developed and continued to evolve as the increased awareness of the lack of historical 
scholarship on artists of color became obvious. In 2009, Bing’s work received its first feminist 
interpretation in visual culture scholar Jennifer Banta’s graduate thesis. Through the analysis of 
images of Bing, Banta suggests that Bing signaled her status as an artist among other artists of 
the 1950s, most of them male, by composing photographs of herself in her studio among her 
large paintings.9 It took another six years before art historian Susan Landauer analyzed Bing’s 
work in greater detail among the San Francisco School of Abstract Expressionists from the 1950s 
and the Beat movement artists in the 1960s.10 For example, Landauer contextualizes Bing’s Dark 
Angel (1959, a lost work, only available in photograph) with the visuals and writings made by 
her Beat cohort, such as the existential ponderings about life and death in poems like Allen 
Ginsberg’s Howl (1956). Even though these analyses exist, the scholarship on Bing has not yet 
pursued her spiritual practice as an avenue of interpretation.  
Most scholars frame Bing’s spiritual practice as an identity—Bing as a Buddhist.11 My 
goal is to place her study of and practice of Buddhism at the center of her abstract paintings, not 
as something separate from her work. As mentioned, Bing studied Zen Buddhism, Nichiren 
Buddhism, and Nyingma Buddhism over the course of her life. There was a gradual increase in 
 
8 Hallmark, “Bernice Bing,” 19–22. Cornell, Johnson, and Chang, “Bernice Bing,” 127. Matsumoto, “Pioneers, 
renegades, and visionaries,” 177.  
9 Banta, “What is the Mystery?,” 15–16.  
10 Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 212–252. 
11 Jennifer Banta, “The Painting in the Rafters: Refiguring Abstract Expressionist Bernice Bing." Sightlines (2009), 
14–40. Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.”  
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her time commitment to these spiritual practices, specifically meditation. In the 1980s, her 
Nichiren Buddhist practice was a daily hour-long ritual. By 1998, her meditation sessions within 
the Nyingma Buddhist tradition took several hours. This thesis explores how Buddhist spiritual 
practices affected not only in the conceptual underpinnings of her work, but also in technique.  
Over the course of her career, the evolution of conceptual and technical combinations in 
her paintings demonstrates the deepening complexity of her Buddhist studies. With this thesis, I 
hope to move beyond Bing’s own assertion that she could not let go of the material in art in 
relation to her Buddhist practice, but to gain an understanding of how her paintings embody her 
practice of Buddhism.12 Interestingly, unlike Bing’s thinking that she needed to let go of the 
material, in Buddhist philosophy, the material and the spiritual run in parallel to each other, 
rather than in opposition. While Bing herself might have separated the material from the 
spiritual, this thesis aims to pull them together.  
The study of Bing’s life through her spiritual evolution is also an opportunity to dive into 
one of the most tumultuous periods in US history in the latter half of the twentieth century from 
her experience. It was the birthing period of social movements—the civil rights movement, the 
women’s liberation movement, the Asian American movement, the gay rights movement, and 
others. The various sects of Buddhism Bing practiced were popular in part because they reflected 
the American public’s general desire for change. People sought an alternative to the traditional 
Western religious practices—Catholicism or Protestantism in the post-World War II era. Having 
experienced the spectacular failures of Western ideologies that took the world toward the brink 
of destruction, Buddhism was seen as providing a new way of life. A life that was not steeped in 
such Western precepts as expansionism via militarism or materialism.  
 
12 Video, “Bernice Bing,” [1989], unpublished, Moira Roth and Lenore Chinn, San Francisco, CA.  
   
 
 5 
Since Buddhism originated from Asia and Bing was of Chinese descent, the danger for 
scholars who highlight her Buddhist practice is the clumsy stereotype that Bing’s work is “Asian 
with Asian themes.” I show that the three forms of Buddhism Bing practiced all fall under 
American Buddhism. Religious scholar Richard Hughes Seager explains that Buddhist practices 
arriving in the United States in the twentieth century are transformed by the adaptations made to 
their teachings for the American audience.13 While Zen and Nichiren Buddhism came from 
Japan and Nyingma Buddhism from Tibet, their practices became “American” by where and who 
is practicing the forms.  
Not only was Buddhism itself no longer “Asian.” As curator Jacquelynn Baas notes,  
Things were happening simultaneously in the United States, Western Europe, Eastern 
Europe, and Japan [in the 1950s]. The cultural dichotomy between East and West had all 
but disappeared, and Buddhism was as likely to inform the art of a Western artist like 
Laurie Anderson (whose brother is a dharma teacher at San Francisco Zen Center) as 
artists with Asian backgrounds, like Nam June Paik and Yoko Ono.14 
Buddhism and its influences were not consigned to only Asian artists. As the cultural dichotomy 
disappeared, Bing, as a Chinese American painter, had been both Eastern (Asian) and Western 
(American) in identity and in her work. The East/West binary is simply not helpful to 
understanding her work.  
 The goal of making such a study of Bing’s spiritual practice is to root her work into art 
history of the US, away from only being a queer Chinese American woman painter, but simply 
an American artist.15 Since 1912, when the pioneer of abstract art Wassily Kandinsky published 
 
13 Richard Hughes Seager, “Chapter 6: American Buddhism in the Making,” edited by Charles S. Prebish and 
Martin Baumann, Westward Dharma: Buddhism Beyond Asia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 106-
119. 
14 Jacquelynn Baas, “Asian Philosophy: New Dimensions for Art, 1945–1975,” El Principio Asia. China, Japón e 
India y El Arte Contemporáneo En España (1957–2017), Fundación Juan March, Madrid, 2018.  
15 Mia Tuan, “Neither Real American nor Real Asians? Multigeneration Asian Ethnics Navigating the Terrain of 
Authenticity,” Qualitative Sociology 22, no. 2 (1999): 105-123. Tuan argues in her essay that Asian Americans fail 
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Concerning the Spiritual in Art and Painting in Particular, artists, art critics, and historians alike 
could not ignore his central premise that spirituality is central to the meaning of abstract works.16 
There has been a steady string of art historical studies on the relationship between modern art 
and spirituality. In 1986, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art hosted the exhibition “The 
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting, 1980-1985.”17 Art historian Helen Westgeest researched Zen 
and published Zen in the Fifties: Interactions in Art Between East and West in 1996.18 In 1998, 
the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne looked at the relationship between modern art and 
various religions.19 Between 2001 and 2004, curators Jacquelynn Baas and Mary Jane Jacob 
organized a consortium of exhibitions and programs across the US on the topic of the 
relationship between Buddhism and art.20 In 2009, curator and art historian Alexandra Munroe 
presented an exhibition of the spiritual and Asian aesthetic influences in 270 works of over a 
hundred American artists between 1860 and 1989 at the Guggenheim Museum.21 This show, 
along with the other studies and collaborations, represents an interest in a better understanding of 
the interdisciplinary and cross-cultural undercurrents in modern art that have not been fully 
 
culturally fit into either category—Asian or American, which leads to their ostracization from the people of their 
home country. This is an issue within the art community as well.  
16 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art and Painting in Particular (Eastford: Martino Publishing, 
2014).  
17 Maurice Tuchman, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985 (New York: Abbeville Press, 1986).  
18 Helen Westgeest, Zen in the Fifties: Interactions in Art between East and West (Zwolle: Waanders Publishing, 
1996).  
19 Rosemary Crumlin, Beyond Belief: Modern Art and the Religious Imagination (Melbourne: National Gallery of 
Victoria, 1998). 
20 Jacquelynn Baas and Mary Jane Jacob, eds. Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2004). 
21 Alexandra Munroe, The Third Mind: American Artists Contemplate Asia, 1860–1989 (New York: Solomon R 
Guggenheim Museum, 2009). The show was met with debate as Munroe expected: Seth McCormick, Reiko Tomii, 
Hiroko Ikegami, Jeffrey Wechsler, Midori Yoshimoto, and Alexandra Munroe, “Exhibition as Proposition: 
Responding Critically to The Third Mind [with Response],” Art Journal 68, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 30–51. 
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explored. This thesis aims to continue this study and add Bing to the list of American artists, who 
drew from Buddhism and its practices.   
The slight shift in perspective in this thesis towards Bing’s religious practices takes 
attention away from the artists that Bing associated with, which has been the focus of most of the 
existing scholarship on Bing. The wealth of new connections between Bing’s work and her 
spiritual practice offer a nuanced example of Buddhism’s impact on the art being made in the US 
between the 1960s and 1990s as well as new comparison with artists she had not previous been 
discussed with. By foregrounding Bing’s practices, this thesis gains a view into her mental 
development, an internal evolution that informed her external artistic expressions.  
The following portion of the Introduction presents the three core chapters. The purpose is 
to show how Bing’s work and her spiritual practice developed in tandem. The connections 
between the work and her practice are studied within the chapter. Bing’s spiritual practice grew 
in significance as Bing got older. For that reason, the detailed analysis of her spiritual practices 
must be evaluated chronologically to demonstrate the parallel escalation of commitment and 
interest in her art and spiritual practices.  
Chapter One starts with Bing as a young art student (1955-1961) and ends with her time 
working at a vineyard in Mayacamas, the Napa Valley region of northern California (1962-
1966).22 Early on in her college education at the California College of Arts and Crafts (CCAC in 
Oakland23), Saburo Hasegawa, her professor and a known Japanese Zen painter, taught Bing 
about Zen Buddhism in 1956. While Hasegawa instructed Bing on painting techniques, her 
 
22 Bing’s employment record from California College of Arts and Crafts, August 31, 1971. She was a caretaker, 
labeler, and general clerk. 
23 In 2003, the school was renamed California College of the Arts. This thesis uses CCAC as it was known in Bing’s 
time.  
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technique was more aligned with works of her Abstract Expressionist professors, like Richard 
Diebenkorn, Elmer Bischoff, and Frank Lobdell. After receiving her Master in Fine Arts from 
the San Francisco Art Institute (SFAI24) in 1961, Bing moved to work at the Mayacamas 
Vineyard in Napa. She found the peace and expansiveness of the landscape in the rural area quite 
spiritual.25 The mountains and open air inspired her abstract landscape paintings. While Bing 
was not yet practicing a specific form of Buddhism during this time, Hasegawa’s spiritual 
imprint and the impact of nature at Mayacamas on Bing and her work commenced her spiritual 
awakening.  
Chapter Two spans between 1966 and 1981. Bing participated in a nine-month artist 
residency at the Esalen Institute, the famed New Age movement hub located in Big Sur, 
California, between 1966 and 1967. At Esalen, she learned Zen Buddhism from Alan W. Watts, 
a well-known Zen philosopher and practitioner. In an expansive setting by the sea, equal to 
Mayacamas in her access to nature, Bing’s practice of spirituality became specific to Zen 
Buddhism. She also studied Jungian thought, the collective unconscious, which is linked to the 
Buddhist meditation. After Bing left Esalen, she continued to practice Zen Buddhism 
intermittently until 1981. During that time, a new visual language entered her work—visionary 
art, a transhistorical artistic phenomena that grew out of the works of the spiritually-inclined 
European Symbolist artists from the late nineteenth century. Since the majority of Bing’s work is 
abstract, the rarely shown visionary works with figural representations and symbols have 
 
24 Before 1961, SFAI was known as the California School of Fine Arts (CSFA), which was how Bing would have 
known the school by.  
25 Bernice Bing, Moira Roth, and Diane Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing,” in Bernice Bing, Roth, Moira and 
Diane Tani, eds. (Berkeley: Visibility Press, 1991), 11–2. In the interview, Bing notes that, “The impact of this 
masses and shadows [referring to the landscape] produces a pictorial mode which gives you a sense of the 
overpowering spirituality that one feels when one is in a natural environment.” 
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undergone little iconographic or cultural context review, and nothing has been written on how 
the phenomena arose in her work.26 These works are less known until her first museum 
retrospective in 2019 at the Sonoma Valley Museum of Art. The analysis reveals a new way to 
understand Bing’s work as this thesis is the first in-depth research on these works.  
 Chapter Three examines Bing’s commitment to Nichiren Buddhism, which she 
developed in the 1980s, as well as Nyingma Buddhism, specifically from the Nyingma tradition 
in the late 1990s. The Nichiren Buddhist practices became a part of her daily ritual. Other 
scholars have not written about the particular impact of this branch of Buddhism in relation to 
her work. My investigation yields previously unconsidered formal connections between her 
spiritual and calligraphic practice. This trajectory in Bing’s work carried her through the end of 
her life and kickstarted the convergence of her various visual languages in her last decade. Due 
to the need for financial stability, life imposed a pause in Bing’s artistic career between 1968 and 
1984. Therefore, when she resumed in earnest in 1984, her work from then could be considered a 
new phase, which I am calling her Neo-Expressionist works. Her late work is often called in 
Bing’s own writing and from scholarship on her as the “synthesis” of her “East and West.”27 I 
reassess this self-imposed dichotomy of East/West within her work and draw out the visual 
confluence Bing formed with landscape abstraction, visionary art, and a visual component from 
Nichiren Buddhism in her Neo-Expressionist works. With each of her new investigations into 
Buddhism, Bing included new ideas into her work that she gained from each practice. 
My interest in studying Bing’s spiritual practices stems from what she shared about her 
work in 1990. Bing wrote, “All nature is pure, and purely abstracted, the spiritual union links 
 
26 Knute Stiles, “San Francisco,” Artforum 9, no. 7 (March 1971): 75–78. This article is the one exception I found.  
27 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” in the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition at the Southern Exposure Gallery, 1990. 
Banta, “What is the Mystery?” 26–27. Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 240. 
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both the seen and the unseen forms of nature.”28 Similar to Bing’s view that spirituality provides 
the link between the seen and unseen in nature, my hope is that the study of her spiritual practice 
also engenders new interpretations of Bing’s work—shedding light on the unseen. Aside from 
deepening the understanding of her Buddhist practices, the goal is that the analysis of the 
evolution of her artistic and spiritual development could be applied to other contemporary artists 
who are practicing Buddhists, like Suzanne Lacy, Meredith Monk, Marcella Martello, Sohan 
Qadri, Toshi Norbu, Leidy Churchman, just to name a few.   
 
28 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” in the “Completing the Circle” 1990. Bernice Bing, "Statement on Quantum for the 
Triton Museum Exhibition" from October 18, 1992, Artasiamerica.org, accessed on June 6, 2019, 
http://artasiamerica.org/documents/2192/76.  
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Chapter One: 1955–1966 
Bing grew up in Oakland, California, with seventeen different white suburban foster 
families and four separate year-long stays at a local orphanage.29 While Bing and her younger 
sister, Lolita, still had her maternal family in San Francisco, they were unable to take them in. It 
was a difficult childhood for the girls, moving from home to home. One of Bing’s outlets was to 
make art, and she was recognized for it. She won the national Scholastic Art Prize for two 
consecutive years (1954 and 1955) in her junior and senior years at Oakland Technical High 
School.30 After high school, she was one of a few Asians in the late 1950s to attend an art school 
at the college level, as Bing noted in hindsight “it was rare to find any Asians in prestigious art 
schools.”31 Established in her tough childhood and undeterred by the lack of other Asians going 
to art schools, Bing made art a significant part of her life early on.  
Bing’s abstractions between 1955 and 1966 are formative early creations. While at 
CCAC between 1955 and 1957, she was an advertising major for a semester and switched to 
painting. She then transferred to SFAI in 1957 to finish her undergraduate degree there by 1959. 
Bing continued at SFAI for her master’s, the inaugural Master of Fine Arts class, by 1961. She 
left San Francisco in 1962 for Mayacamas to work at a vineyard until 1966.  
 
29 Bing’s mother, Evalyn, died of heart disease when the artist was six years old in 1942, as noted in the “The 
Worlds of Bernice Bing” documentary. “The Worlds of Bernice Bing.” Documentary Film, DVD. Directed by 
Madeleine Lim. San Francisco: Asian American Women Artists Association, 2013. Nona Mock Wyman, a friend 
from Ming Quong Orphanage, email with the author on March 30, 2020 and April 3, 2020. The longest of which 
was just over a year. Dates ranged from 1948 to 1953, so Bing was between twelve and seventeen years of age. 
Lolita married young, so Bing was emancipated to her guardianship thereafter.    
30 “Tech Artists Again Tops the State Show,” Oakland Tribune, March 14, 1954, 76. “Tech Students ‘Steal Show’ in 
Scholastic Art Contest,” Oakland Tribune, March 6, 1955, 84. In 1954, with 5,000 overall entries, Bing received 
four gold medals with her sculpture, silk screen, and watercolor entries. In 1955, Bing had impressively won 15 out 
of 29 first prize awards that her school had received.   
31 Bing, “Artist Statement” for the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition, 1990.  
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During her time at Mayacamas, Bing proclaimed excitedly, if somewhat naively, the 
discovery of light. She wrote in her sketchbook, dated January 18, 1964, “Today has been a new 
discovery in color—the yellow—tones in yellow as light, a world which yellow sets the 
environment, the purest pureness of statement in a yellow world. Light transpose [sic] into color 
values in its tonalities.”32 Her statement suggests that she was still investigating the primary 
color, rather than being someone who felt she had art all figured out. 
The respected art historian of San Francisco’s Abstract Expressionism, Susan Landauer, 
praised Velázquez Family (1960, figure 1) and Las Meninas (1960, oil on canvas, 72”x72”) as 
“two of Bing’s most impressive paintings.”33 These works were assignments for her master’s 
program at SFAI. The task was to select and rethink an old master’s work.34 Bing chose to 
reinterpret Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656).35 Assignments from class could, of course, 
produce great works. However, Landauer’s assertion that the young artist’s early paintings made 
during her schooling are the “most impressive” give readers the impression that this is a peak of 
her oeuvre, if not the peak. My goal is to reframe Bing as a developing student during this 
period, rather than a mature artist. Bing’s understanding and grasp of what ideas inspired and 
interested her were still in formation.  
 
32 Journal, “Thoughts in Visual and Non-Visual Forms,” [1964], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. 
33 Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 222.  
34 Banta, “What is the Mystery?” 12.  
35 There were other women artists who reinterpreted old masters in the 1970s, so a decade later than Bing. But those 
works were social commentary on the continued state of subjugation of women and the neglected history of women 
contributors to the arts. One such example is Some Living American Women Artists (1972) by feminist artist Mary 
Beth Edelson, who reinterpreted Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper (1495–1498) in the work.  
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Learning Zen Aesthetics from Saburo Hasegawa 
Bing’s budding interest in Zen is the focus of this section. In the Spring of 1956, she 
learned about Zen Buddhism, its spirituality, philosophy, and art from Saburo Hasegawa (1906–
1957). To consolidate these different aspects of her Zen exposure, this thesis uses Zen aesthetics 
to encapsulate these ideas. Bing took two courses from Hasegawa: “Painting Workshop” and 
“History of Eastern Ideas.” These classes initiated her awareness toward these Eastern ideas at 
age twenty. Bing only began her meditation practice at the Esalen Institute in 1967 (discussed in 
Chapter Two), so I include these early years prior, because Bing offered in her writings from the 
1990s that this decade (1956–1966) of Zen aesthetics exploration  and the more elusive natural 
spirituality in Mayacamas had planted the seeds of her Buddhist practice.36   
Hasegawa left a deep impression on Bing and her thinking. In her 1990 artist’s statement, 
she noted of the early years, “I knew almost nothing about Eastern art or thought. I was totally 
naive about my own cultural heritage.”37 Bing also called Hasegawa her “first profound 
influence in Eastern thought.” From these quotes, Eastern and Zen aesthetics are linked for Bing. 
She talked about them in the same discussions. For example, she recalled Hasegawa’s teachings 
in a 1991 publication:  
Earlier on he had been very influenced by European painting and then he had studied 
Zen. He practiced Zen, and used his Zen meditation in his own art. His work was dreamy 
abstract and quite calligraphic and beautiful. He introduced a whole attitude that was 
completely foreign to me. I had no idea what it meant to be an Asian woman, and he got 
me started thinking about that. I was in awe of him. […]  
 
36 Bernice Bing, Moira Roth, and Diane Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing,” in Bernice Bing, Roth, Moira and 
Diane Tani, eds. (Berkeley: Visibility Press, 1991). 
37 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” in the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition, 1990.  
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In Hasegawa’s class, we would do color theory with origami paper. His methodology of 
teaching was unique. He had a strong Japanese accent and it was hard to understand him 
because of that, and also because he talked in metaphors.38 
Bing’s memories of Hasegawa demonstrate the lasting effect he had on her as a young artist. 
When these statements were made in 1990, she was also creating “calligraphic” and “dreamy 
abstracts.” At the time of the courses, however, Bing had absorbed his Zen aesthetics, but not 
quite his painting techniques. To better illustrate what I mean, I will first introduce Hasegawa’s 
work and methods. He was a significant figure in the artistic development of Japanese and 
American cultural exchange.  
While Hasegawa imparted both the concepts and techniques of Zen art to Bing, I would 
like to first note that Zen art itself has been a transhistorical phenomenon that is similarly 
difficult to pin down as visionary art (discussed in Chapter Two). Art historian Helmut Brinker 
traces Zen art as far back as the thirteenth century in China’s “rough, spontaneous writing and 
the abbreviating, evocative ink painting” and also acknowledges developments in Japan, like 
Sesshū Tōyō, the most prominent Japanese Zen ink painter and monk from the fifteenth century, 
whose work Hasegawa admired.39  
 
38 Bernice Bing, Moira Roth, and Diane Tani, “Narrative Chronology,” Bernice Bing, Moira Roth and Diane Tani, 
eds. (Berkeley: Visibility Press, 1991). It might seem strange (and even problematic) that a Japanese man prompted 
Bing to think about what it meant for her to be an Asian woman. However, even though Bing was a Chinese 
American woman, her childhood did not afford her many opportunities to connect with her ethnic background. She 
lived in seventeen, primarily white, foster homes and stayed at the infamous Ming Quong Orphanage in Los Gatos, 
California, for four non-consecutive years between the age of five and seventeen. (Nona Mock Wyman, “Chapter 
13: The Four Letter Word,” in Chopsticks Childhood: In a Town of Silver Spoons, Orphaned at the Ming Quong 
Home, Los Gatos, CA (Walnut Creek: MQ Press, 1999), 96. Nona Mock Wyman (friend from Ming Quong Home) 
email with the author on March 30, 2020 and April 3, 2020.) Although the orphanage did care for mostly Asian 
American children, the caretakers there were not Asian themselves. It was, therefore, possible that Hasegawa was 
the earliest figure in Bing’s life who led her to deeply consider Eastern cultures and ideas. His teaching might have 
led to thinking of herself as an Asian American woman in the US. The context of the statements must also be noted. 
They were made in the early 1990s, at a time when groups, like the Asian American Women Artists Association 
(AAWAA, 1989), were formed, where Bing was a founding member. There was heightened awareness in Bing in 
the 1990s to seek out meaning in being an Asian American woman artist. 
39 Helmut Brinker, “V: Zen Aesthetic and Theory of Art,” Zen Masters of Meditation in Images and Writing 
(Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press, 1996), 37, for notes on Sesshū, 232. Hasegawa had written about Sesshū in 
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Zen art in the hands of Hasegawa, who engaged with oil painting and etching in the 
twentieth century, was different from the ink paintings that Sesshū created. Hasegawa was one of 
the earliest advocates for abstraction in Japan. He was a known traditional calligrapher, abstract 
painter, experimental photographer, art teacher, art critic, and Zen and Taoist philosopher and 
practitioner. His work was modern and Zen. While Hasegawa considered the ideas and 
philosophy of Zen Buddhism in his work, he was also deeply engaged with the contemporary 
thought of this time. 
The editors of The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, Mark Dean Johnson and Dakin Hart, note 
that the artist gained a following in the United States due to the post-World War II “Japan 
Boom” in the 1950s, when Americans became fascinated by Japanese culture.40 The boom arose 
from returning American soldiers, who became nostalgic for the experiences they had on their 
tours in Japan.41 This was the wider inclination from the public seeking alternative value systems 
that differed from the Western ideologies. Zen philosophy and art were one of those cultural 
imports of interest.  
Hasegawa was seen as an authority on Zen art. He was teaching Zen philosophy and art 
to American students at the invitation of schools like CCAC in the early 1950s until his death.42 
 
Saburo Hasegawa, “On Sesshū, 1934,” and “Sesshū, 1948,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, edited by Mark Dean 
Johnson and Dakin Hart (Oakland: University of California Press Foundation, 2019), 53–70. 
40 Mark Dean Johnson and Dakin Hart, “Introduction,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, xvii. Donald Keene, “West 
Goes East—East Goes West,” The New York Times, March 27, 1960, SM27.  
41 Masako Nakamura, “Families Precede Nation and Race?: Marriage, Migration, and Integration of Japanese War 
Brides after World War II,” PhD diss., (University of Minnesota, August 2010), 97, accessed on August 31, 2020, 
https://conservancy.umn.edu/bitstream/handle/11299/97801/Nakamura_umn_0130E_11403.pdf?sequence=1. Japan 
Boom took place after the US had boomed Japan and won the great war, so those fears of Japanese Americans 
betraying the US, which led to the internment of over 127,000 citizens between 1942 and 1946, were no longer as 
prevalent within American society. 
42 Hasegawa initially spent some time in the US after his graduation from university in 1929. He came back to the 
states in 1954, first settling in New York. He then moved to San Francisco in 1955, where he remained with his 
family until his death in 1957.  
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He was treated like his contemporary and famed Zen practitioner, D.T. Suzuki, who many 
credited for popularizing Zen Buddhism in the US in the 1950s through his writings and lectures 
at Columbia University in New York.43 By then, Zen Buddhism had evolved from its Japanese 
roots to reflect the American religious experience, an individual-driven practice.44 Hasegawa’s 
teaching was considered foundational to many artists’ understandings of Zen, which included 
artists like Isamu Noguchi and Franz Kline.45  
Hasegawa started to paint in high school, and since the 1940s, studied and practiced 
Taoism and Zen Buddhism. Philosopher and Zen practitioner Alan W. Watts notes that 
Hasegawa “embodies this spirit [Zen] both as an artist and as a person.”46 For Hasegawa, Zen 
Buddhism was a religious practice, a philosophy, and an art form. Watt calls the Zen in 
Hasegawa’s work “controlled accidents.”47 He adds that the philosophy is visible in art from 
China and Japan: “[Zen] seems to be naturalistic and secular,” and a “spontaneous” quality that 
is also a part of a whole visual system. Zen does not rely on symbols to convey ideas; it is an 
experience. Hasegawa’s work has the unhurried visual quality of Zen—exuding harmony and 
balance that is both practiced yet unforced—or as Watts put it, “masterly and uncontrived.”  
Watts’s description of Hasegawa’s work is in line with Suzuki’s thoughts of Zen art, as 
all three men traffic in a similar circle of Zen thought. Upon reflection on their teachings, 
 
43 Inken Prohl, “California ‘Zen’: Buddhist Spirituality Made in America,” American Studies 59, no. 2 (2014): 195.  
44 Prohl, “California ‘Zen’,” 195.  
45 Johnson and Hart, “Introduction,” xv. 
46 Alan W. Watts, “Saburo Hasegawa: Master of the Controlled Accident,” in The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, 12–13. 
The quote in the remainder of this paragraph that quotes Watts, unless otherwise noted, also came from the same 
pages.  
47 The phrase itself came from the title of a poem Hasegawa wrote about Zen. Hasegawa, “The Controlled 
Accident,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, 3.  
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scholars have become critical of Suzuki’s writing as ahistorical and noted that his mystical 
readings of visual forms were not supported by historical or social contexts.48 A colleague of 
Suzuki’s, Shin’ichi Hisamatsu, suggests that only a Zen-Mind (an enlightened mind) could 
understand Zen art.49 Within the Suzuki camp, Zen art would only be accessible to Zen 
practitioners who have reached satori, a form of enlightenment. No systematic understanding 
could arise from such a framework. There are scholars from the latter half of the twentieth 
century who study Zen aesthetics from a historical, social, or textual perspective, who I draw 
from in my work.50 
The literature on Hasegawa emphasizes his great interest in Zen aesthetics and in the 
Western developments in abstraction. As Paul Mills, the former director of the Oakland Museum 
of California, points out of Hasegawa’s work:  
[…] he who would draw upon both traditions, be the Oriental or Occidental, must not 
only show us new insights into both but must make an integrating personal statement of 
sufficient strength to maintain the oneness, the uniqueness which is necessary in a living 
work of art. Such a painter was Saburo; we know of few painters like him.51   
Hasegawa’s conversations with artists, like Noguchi and Kline, about the state of art emphasized 
the East/West exchange taking place in the 1940s and 1950s.  
In 1948, Hasegawa expressed his admiration for the abstract developments in the 1940s 
in the United States in an essay that urges his fellow Japanese artists to take in the modernist 
 
48 Gregory Levine, “Two (or More) Truths: Reconsidering Zen Art in the West,” Awakenings: Zen Figure Painting 
in Medieval Japan, (New York: Japan Society, 2007), 56. 
49 49 Shin’ichi Hisamatsu, Richard DeMartino, Jikao Fujiyoshi, and Masao Abe, “On Zen Art,” The Eastern 
Buddhist, New Series 1, no 2 (September 1966): 32. 
50 These scholars include Helen Westgeest, Alexandra Munroe, David McMahan, Arthur Danto, and the already 
cited Brinker and Levine.  
51 Paul Mills, “The Paintings of Saburo Hasegawa,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, 4.  
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concepts and not just superficially create Japanese versions of abstract or surrealist paintings that 
are formally similar:  
Remember, the greatest virtue of Europe’s—now Europe’s and America’s—new art, 
largely represented by abstract painting and surrealism, has always consisted in its spirit 
of fearless quest for the essence of arts, a quest each time carried out in a different way. 
The proponents of the new art are so to speak harbingers of the modern-day renaissance 
of human culture. If one is unwilling to share their torment and join their brave march 
forward, it is easy to either dismiss, or unconditionally praise and servilely emulate. And 
sadly, most of the attitudes in this country toward the new art fall into one of these 
categories. I cannot imagine, however, that anyone who truly aspires to take part in the 
creation of culture and art in our own age could entirely ignore them.52  
Hasegawa emphasizes the importance of this new art—abstraction and surrealism, a Western 
development from Europe and the US. His perspective and ardent support of the two styles 
suggests his belief that their proper implementation in Japan would lead to widespread cultural 
growth that would help advance the country and its cultural status on the world stage in the 
postwar era.53 These implications for Japan as a nation felt immense and pertinent for Hasegawa. 
For the artist, abstraction (West) and Zen (East) held the potential to help rehabilitate Japan’s 
standing within the international community. This national agenda in the exchange between the 
two art forms through his teachings was dynamic and fluid; and they were not treated in 
opposition to one another.  
Without the “Japan Boom” or the Japanese national push to rebuild relations, Bing might 
not have been exposed to 1) Zen aesthetics with Hasegawa, 2) the later Zen Buddhist practice 
that began at the Esalen Institute in 1966 (discussed in Chapter Two), or 3) the Nichiren 
Buddhist practice in the 1980s (discussed in Chapter Three). The results of her work might have 
 
52 Hasegawa, “The New Art,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, 73.  
53 Hasegawa, “The New Art,” The Saburo Hasegawa Reader, 71–75. In this short essay, Hasegawa laid out his 
country’s need for advancement culturally. Seeing the arts within Japan come to a stall during the wars, Hasegawa 
saw working with Western developments as a way for his culture and country to enter the modern world.  
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been entirely different. Thanks to Hasegawa’s emphasis on abstraction as a global cultural 
development, his ideas of abstraction and Zen manifested in Bing’s early work. The concept of 
balance is the most evident Zen aesthetic in Bing’s work from this time, with some minor 
attempts at spontaneity. The combination of stylistically and technically abstract works with the 
inclination for balance, which suggests the relationship between Bing’s and Hasegawa’s work at 
this time, was more about developing a conceptual framework for creating compositions. While 
Bing’s paintings exhibit abstract techniques and stylistic references, which are more aligned with 
her abstract expressionist teachers at CCAC and SFAI at this time, the theoretical structure from 
Hasegawa proved vital to Bing for years to come. Her paintings only develop an affinity to the 
visual elements and painting techniques of his work in the 1980s as she explored calligraphy as a 
novice (discussed in Chapter Three).  
To provide a specific example of the concept of balance described above, I examine Two 
Plus (1960, figure 2). True to Hasegawa’s lessons, Bing considered abstraction, spontaneity, 
balance, harmony, and oneness in her work. As noted, Hasegawa’s painting techniques had not 
entered her work during these early years as an art student. If the essence of Zen art is being 
uncontrived or spontaneous as Watts described, then it is not yet in Bing’s execution. Much of 
Two Plus demonstrates a labored hand over a thickly painted canvas. It is more controlled than 
accident. In comparing Two Plus to Hasegawa’s late work from 1954, Untitled (figure 3), the 
two works have little in common in their techniques. However, the balance could be observed in 
Two Plus’s composition.  
Two Plus is a small-scale 24” by 24” work. As one approaches this square painting, the 
visual impact is oddly harmonic—it is both stable and unstable. The steady framework comes 
from the basic arrangement of a composition that is roughly split into two vertical halves. On the 
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left, reds blended with striking yellow shapes that spread into the upper right of the composition. 
The right half’s densely enclosed red void is surrounded by colors and forms, one of which—the 
black-outlined yellow shape—extends on the bottom left. There are also two black whiskers on 
the top right, reaching the top of the canvas on the reds and yellows coming from the left. These 
two overlapping halves settle into a balance. The painting is destabilized, however, from the 
busy energy from the right, which draws focus and weakens the stability of the overall 
composition. This balance feels tentative, as if Bing was only beginning to grasp the concept.   
In Hasegawa’s Untitled, the busy energy of his composition is well-balanced without any 
overlapping forms. The frenetic movement on the work is created by wispy, dry calligraphic 
strokes that surround the larger blobs. The positions of these blobs on the canvas and the density 
of the larger ones ground the viewer into balance. While one’s eyes could rest on Hasegawa’s 
composition, one could not do so as easily with Two Plus. So, although Bing had not achieved 
the technique needed for the “controlled chaos” embodied in the Zen aesthetic, the conceptual 
desire for balance was there.   
In terms of technique, Two Plus is more aligned with the work of another teacher of 
Bing’s: Richard Diebenkorn. Bing spoke extensively on how the famed Abstract Expressionist 
and Bay Area Figurative painter’s technique impacted her work. In the following quote from the 
1991 interview with art historians Moira Roth and Diane Tani conducted, Bing discussed her 
techniques, which offers insight to how she approached painting in the early 1960s:  
They had layers of thin transparencies, areas like washes, as I was overlaying highly 
spontaneous brush strokes on areas of color which were more opaque. I used techniques 
that Diebenkorn had employed in his earlier landscapes: washes over solid colors. There 
were also places in my paintings that had impasto brush strokes, and during that time in 
my palette, I used a lot of primary colors. The objects were heavily reds in a fusion of 
light and a sort of atmospheric void. The forms would be placed in this void. The way 
one identifies the distance between objects and the void was by how the angles and 
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planes were set. The object forms were set right in the foreground, then there was a 
middle ground and then this infinite nothingness in the back–all manipulated by paint. I 
am stylizing some of these dynamics.54 
The technique described in the quote was used in Two Plus. While the quote specifically 
addresses Diebenkorn’s technique, it is also applicable to the work of Elmer Bischoff. Bing’s 
teachers both mixed colors on the canvas, rather than on the palette. Their work is full of tension 
and surprise thanks to the unpredictable interactions between colors. Echoing Bing’s sentiments 
for the layers within a painting, Diebenkorn had noted, “I came to mistrust my desire to explode 
the picture and supercharge it in some way […] what is more important is a feeling of strength in 
reserve—tension beneath calm.”55 Similar to Two Plus, there is rarely any pure color on 
Diebenkorn or Bischoff’s work, such as Untitled (figure 4) or Object with Black (figure 5), 
respectively.  
Bing’s writings from the 1990s credit Hasegawa for her exposure to Zen philosophy and 
to Eastern art. She suggested a connection between Hasegawa’s Zen art and her calligraphy from 
the 1980s through their shared Asian qualities.56 Although her work between 1955 and 1961 
used techniques that are more accurately traced to her other teachers at the CCAC and SFAI, 
rather than Hasegawa’s Zen aesthetic, Bing’s paintings at the time still reflect her desire to 
highlight balance and harmony. These concepts were achieved through her compositional choice 
in comprehensible structures, like the two halves in Two Plus.  
Scholars have lavished attention on Bing’s early works, like Two Plus and the few 
versions of Velázquez works, and her relationships to Diebenkorn, Bischoff, and Lobdell during 
 
54 Bing, Roth, and Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.”  
55 Richard Diebenkorn, Richard Diebenkorn: Hara Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, October 14 to December 
3, 1989 (Tokyo: Arc-en-Ciel Foundation, 1989), 4. 
56 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” for the “Completing the Circle” exhibition, 1990.  
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this period as an art student. These teachers of Bing’s were some of the most well-known artists 
she encountered over the course of her life. It is an artistic lineage of note for Bing as a relatively 
unknown artist. The association the scholars drew between Bing and these artists were aimed to 
suggest that Bing should be as central as her teachers in the field of art history. In the post-civil 
rights era, the attempts amount to developing the career of artists of color by association. The 
disproportionate consideration of this portion of her oeuvre signals its significance. As a result, 
new studies of Bing’s work must investigate these early works and these persons of note. By 
deemphasizing the relationship to these teachers, I reframe this time as a period for collecting 
and absorbing new ideas from different sources. Her work from the 1950s and early 1960s can 
therefore be discussed as the beginning, rather than some sort of peak.  
Spirituality of Landscapes in Mayacamas 
After completing her studies in 1961, living in San Francisco presented a financial issue 
for Bing. She made the financially prudent decision for herself to take up work at the 
Mayacamas Vineyard in Northern California between 1962 and 1966.57 Bing experienced great 
calmness and fulfillment working in this rural setting. Curator Lydia Matthews contrasts this 
period to her time as a student, noting that Bing “focused on the natural dynamism of the 
environment for her subject matter and source of spiritual inspiration.”58 Since Bing was not a 
 
57 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Bing’s first departure from San 
Francisco was also due in part to the long nights of drinking at big parties, according to her friend and artist, Flo Oy 
Wong. In the 2013 documentary “The Worlds of Bernice Bing,” Wong recalls that Bing said she would have “died” 
had she stayed. An exaggeration I am sure, as JoAnn Low, a friend from CCAC, offers that they were “all capable 
partyers,” in an email with the author on January 20, 2020. Bing later admitted to a relapse into drink in 1980, after 
her sister Lolita passed away in 1978 (Bing’s Narrative Chronology from 1990 indicated that Lolita died in 1980, 
but her journal at the time noted July 8, 1978, from an entry from July 13, 1978).  
58 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” 
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practicing Zen Buddhist at this time, this section explores the more experiential and speculative 
aspect of her spirituality that informs her later practices.  
To begin, the reason why Bing left San Francisco was related to how the galleries 
operated in the city. At the time, they had little to do with representation or sales, in turn, most 
were short lived. The ethos was established by Abstract Expressionist painter Clyfford Still. In 
particular, he brought his personal disdain for the New York art market from the East Coast to 
the West Coast. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Still’s graduate students from California 
School of Fine Arts, as SFAI was known at their time, like Ernest Briggs, George Stillman, and 
Edward Dugmore, were all but competing to make the least commercially appealing painting, 
with little consideration for sales.59 Aside from Still, other known artists of the time, Mark 
Rothko and Barnett Newman, also had antagonistic relationships with the art establishment.60 
Many of Bing’s famed friends of the Beat movement, Joan Brown, Bruce Conner, Jay DeFeo, 
and Wally Hendrick, retreated from the attention they received as known figures of the 
movement and the associate commercial opportunities that came with it in the 1960s.61 The few 
operating galleries were artist-run and cared more about presenting work than driving sales.62 
Because artists and even gallery owners in the West Coast did not concern themselves with the 
economics of the art market, artists who depended on sales to continue their work, like Bing, 
suffered.  
 
59 Landauer, “The Rigors of Freedom,” The San Francisco School of Abstract Expressionism (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1996), 83–85. Landauer even described it as “the nastiest.”  
60 Susan Landauer, “The Forties: Variations,” The San Francisco School of Abstract Expressionism, 91. 
61 Anastasia Aukeman, “'Woodshedding’ Years: The RBPA into the 1960s,” Welcome to Painterland: Bruce Conner 
and the Rat Bastard Protective Association (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016), 169–191. 
62 Aukeman, “Artist-Run Galleries of the Fillmore,” Welcome to Painterland: Bruce Conner and the Rat Bastard 
Protective Association, 103–128. 
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Bing’s move to Mayacamas and her departure from the art scene in San Francisco were 
untimely for visibility of her work. Before leaving the city, she just had her first solo show, 
curated by artist and curator Bruce Conner at the Batman Gallery between October 8 and 
November 8 of 1961. The interest in her work was not curbed by her absence for a short time. 
Her paintings were exhibited three times over the four years she lived in Mayacamas. Two of the 
shows even saw reviews in the then new art magazine, Artforum (founded in 1962, articles on 
Bing appeared in 1963 and 1964).63 However, after these brief reviews, her exhibition history 
paused until 1968.  
While the move might have hurt her commercial prospects, Bing entered into a period of 
exceptional productivity while living in Mayacamas. She developed a deep connection to nature 
and expressed a great deal of happiness around her time in wine country:  
It was the first time I had really lived in a rural environment and it was all pretty new and 
exciting to transpose from an urban living situation in San Francisco to this. I was 
profoundly touched by this new world—nature and the changes of the seasons that I had 
suddenly discovered. So I did a series of landscapes which were very organic.64  
This quote from Bing from 1991 suggests that she welcomed nature into her life, and it was a 
prolific period for the artist. According to art reviewer Elizabeth M. Polley in 1964, Bing painted 
at least twenty paintings, just two years into her four-year stay in Mayacamas.65 From my 
research, there is a total of sixty-five works by Bing, excluding sketches.66 These twenty works 
 
63 James Monte, “Three San Francisco Artists: Bernice Bing, Lori Lawyer, and Victor Moscoso,” Artforum 2, no. 1 
(July 1963): 31–33. Elizabeth M. Polley, “Bernice Bing, Margot Campbell,” in Artforum 2, no. 11 (May 1964): 46–
48, 49 (image of Mayacamas, #13, 1963, oil on canvas). 
64 Bing, Roth, and Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.”  
65 Polley, “Bernice Bing, Margot Campbell,” 46.  
66 Unfortunately, Bing lost work to thieves, mildew, and exposure to other natural elements by working essentially 
out of a barn in Mayacamas. Quite a few of her early works are lost or destroyed and now only available in slide 
reproduction. Furthermore, professional tragedy struck Bing again later in life, when a flood in Aunt Lonnie’s 
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from Mayacamas would account for nearly a third of her entire production. So while leaving the 
city might have hurt her financial prospects and exhibition opportunities, it was nevertheless an 
artistically dynamic time for Bing.  
There was a new subject in her work—landscape. In an interview, Bing stated a deep 
spiritual connection to nature:   
I wanted to concentrate not so much on images that would appear as landscape but rather 
to capture its ongoing changing dynamics of light. The impact of this on masses and 
shadows produces a pictorial mode which gives you a sense of the overpowering 
spirituality that one feels when one is in a natural environment.67  
This quote suggests that Bing’s surroundings drove her to more seriously consider landscape and 
create the Mayacamas series, inspired by the area’s natural beauty. As art historian Steven A. 
Nash notes of landscape painting in the Bay Area between the 1950s and 1960s, “[Artists] found 
in landscape a source of renewed spirituality, readily skipping beyond its real-time and real-
space dimensions into their own imagined realities.”68 Bing reached this new tranquility with 
herself and in her work from this time at Mayacamas, which echoed the bohemian lifestyle that 
proliferated in the 1960s among creatives.  
Bing’s Mayacamas landscapes express an unhurried quality. Being away from the urban 
context, she found the openness of nature that shared qualities within Hasegawa’s relationship to 
 
garage further dwindled her already limited number of extant works. Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice 
Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. 
67 Roth and Dani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.” While Bing’s language from the 1991 here mirrors the California 
impressionist revival in the 1990s when the form was again popular in the region, there is no evidence in Bing’s 
literature or personal connections to the form to make a strong case for it here. A misinterpretation of her work 
would be interesting as a future project that looks further into Bing’s legacy building of her art narrative. I have 
found that Bing was quite attune to the goings on of the art world and had created documentation that would inform 
specific readings of her work.  
68 Steven A. Nash, “Nature and Self in Landscape Art of the 1950s and the 1960s,” Facing Eden: 100 Years of 
Landscape Art in the Bay Area (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 110.  
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Zen ideas, such as stillness, void, and calm. She employed his repeated practice that he utilized 
in his teaching. She noted of his approach:  
On the first day in his drawing class, he marked where we were sitting and then we had to 
sit in that same place during the whole semester. And the model would be in the same 
position all semester, too. We would draw that position until it was ingrained and etched 
in our heads.69  
Bing’s repeated landscapes echoes the repeated works created during Hasegawa’s course, which 
also recalls the practice of French Impressionists, such as Claude Monet, to return to the same 
site during different parts of the day and weather conditions to observe the changes in the 
landscape. These repetitious acts constitute a form of meditation and suggest a meditative 
connection between the works in the series.  
Another expression of spirituality is exhibited in the examination of her inner self. As 
expressed in the first epigraph, Bing’s painting was her vehicle for enlightenment that came from 
turning inward. One such example is A Lady and a Road Map (1962 or 1963, figure 7), also 
known as Reclining Nude.70 The bright pink patches across the center of the painting are mixed 
with blue and white, continuing Diebenkorn’s painting techniques; it suggests, per the work’s 
title, the body of the lady. The highly abstracted body cloaks Bing’s own gaze upon a female 
body. As the painter, Bing became the work’s first viewer—her female gaze. In a 2013 analysis 
of the female gaze in films, director Zoe Dirse offers that, “We, as the [artist] take a direct view 
of the subjects and ultimately, of ourselves. The bearer of the look is female, the subject is 
female, and the subject subverts the gaze and gazes at herself.”71 Bing’s gaze upon her subject—
 
69 Roth, “Narrative Chronology.” 
70 The title A Lady and a Road Map was used at the 2019 retrospective hosted at the Sonoma Valley Museum of Art. 
While Reclining Nude is used in “Bernice Bing 1936-1998,” The Lab-Lab, accessed on September 30, 2019, 
http://www.thelab-lab.com/bernicebing. 
71 Zoe Dirse, “Gender in Cinematography: Female Gaze (Eye) Behind the Camera,” Journal of Research in Gender 
Studies 3, no. 1 (January 2013): 27. ”Artist” is inserted in place of Dirse’s list of titles she bears in film production.  
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a reclining nude—explores herself, the Zen Buddhist path toward enlightenment. As suggested 
by friends and in her own writing, the central question in Bing’s work is a search for self.72 A 
Lady and a Road Map questions Bing’s identity (female) and her place (map) in the world. This 
work is an early attempt at a spiritual search for self.  
The nude in the work is the self that the artist was exploring. The nude is presented as an 
uneven mix of pinkish hues with blue and white. There is no detail definition of a head or limbs, 
the work denies its viewers of a body’s particular shapes. The lack of specificity in her forms 
seems to suggest that Bing’s sense of self was not fully formed, either. The body in the painting 
feels as if it could simply dissolve. If I consider this body in A Lady and A Road Map temporally 
in Amelia Jones’s queer feminist durationality theory, there is an uncertainty to the permanence 
of its future—Bing’s own future or her particular identity. Jones states that the theory studies the 
rhizomatic temporality in works that implicates the effect of the present on both the past and the 
future understanding of the work.73 Through this theory, I consider the body in A Lady and A 
Road Map in a state of becoming.  
The other element Bing called attention to in A Lady and A Road Map is the map. 
Uncharacteristic of maps’ usual square or rectangular form, Bing’s map seems to be triangular in 
shape, located at the top of the lady’s extended “leg.” It is below the heavy black outlined 
triangle in the corner of the canvas. The smaller inverted triangle is made up of a thin orange and 
black outline with yellow to represent landforms and blue for the water. Maps imply that the act 
of seeking is taking place. There is the idea of forward momentum in that search (of self) and a 
 
72 Kim Anno in discussion with the author on September 19, 2019, and “The Worlds of Bernice Bing.” Bing, “Artist 
Statement” for the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition, 1990. 
73 Amelia Jones, “Queer Feminist Durationality: Time and Materiality as a Means of Resisting Spatial 
Objectification,” Seeing Differently: A History and Theory of Identification and the Visual Arts (New York: 
Routledge, 2012), 170–217. 
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desire for placement. However, the map is only alluded to, with no destination marked on the 
canvas. The map echoes the body’s indeterminacy. Not that the work is incomplete, but rather 
that the subjects are not fully formed by its creator. Bing’s idea of the self and place remains 
open to new inputs, such as an enclosure or more specific features for the body or a pin on the 
map. Bing’s meditation on her “self” through A Lady and A Road Map suggests a person who 
was still exploring herself.  
Within the context of the Bay Area Figurative Movement (late 1950s to 1960s), Bing’s 
search for self through abstraction and figuration was not surprising. Her mentors Diebenkorn 
and Bischoff were primary figures of the movement, who led the transition from Abstract 
Expressionism to figuration in the early part of the 1950s. Her friend and fellow painter from 
SFAI, Joan Brown, was also a central character in Bay Area Figurative Art movement in the 
area. Her work, like Sitting Girl from 1962 (figure 8), contains a more fully formed body in 
view, but still abstracted. Brown continued her work toward ever more complex personal 
narratives that is reflective of the internal search Bing embarked on in A Lady and A Road Map.  
Living north of Bing, artists like Kenneth Callahan, based in Seattle, created works like 
Contemplation (Universal Voyage) in the 1960s (figure 9) that were also spiritually inclined and 
abstractly painted. Called a “Mystic Painter of the Northwest” with artists, like Mark Tobey and 
Morris Graves, Callahan worked in a style that contains elements of Surrealism and Abstract 
Expressionism. Inspired by Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky, as Bing had, Callahan painted 
works that not only encourage contemplation, as the title suggests, though the void in the center 
of the work, but also evoke a sense of other worldliness and the bodily in a similar spiritual vine 
as Bing. The small figures traveling along the bottom of the work are evocative of the latter half 
of title, both signaling a physical reality and the transcendental journey that one embarks on to 
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seek out truth. Both Contemplation and A Lady and A Road Map use abstraction with figures to 
express these connections between spirituality and the quest of self.  
Bing, Brown, and Callahan created these works during the rise of public opposition to the 
Vietnam War (1955–1975, clear opposition by 1964). Being away from the city, Bing did not 
protest or take public action at the time. She did oppose the war, as most creatives did at the 
time.74 Artists turned to Zen Buddhism, seeking an alternative value system from the Western 
model that had led the world into World War II in the first place. The proxy war in Vietnam 
between the north and the south was continuing to play out the ideological fight between 
democracy and communism in the Cold War era between the US and Soviet Union. Artists and 
other opposition groups against the war were concerned for the morality of American society and 
saw the war as acts of senseless and unnecessary violence. Driving away from the divisive 
thinking of the “us/them” mentality, Bing and other artists sought to imagine all of humanity as 
connected as one.  
In the early 1960s, Bing was not a practicing Zen Buddhist. However, her work further 
embodied the ideas from Hasegawa’s teachings of Zen while living and working in Mayacamas. 
In embracing the great landscapes of Northern California, Bing tapped into spirituality on an 
emotional and a phenomenological level through repetition. Her visual explorations became a 
part of the highly individualistic process of self-discovery as personal growth that was connected 
to being in harmony with her surroundings (and by extension, humanity). Bing expressed Zen 
aesthetics in her work by exploring her inner self. It is not surprising then, that she naturally 
 
74 “Letter from Bob Sessions,” [2000] de Young Museum Artist File, San Francisco, CA. Bob Sessions, a friend 
who worked with Bing at the vineyard, wrote a letter to Alexa Young, the executor of Bing’s estate, for the de 
Young Museum records of her time in Mayacamas. Sessions noted that he and his wife, Molly, another creative, 
both saw Bing daily for two years, as they worked together. They would oppose the war together.  
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developed a Zen meditation practice after she had the opportunity to study Zen Buddhism from 
Watts at the Esalen Institute.   
   
 
 31 
Chapter Two: 1966–1981 
Before diving into the core of this chapter, a brief review of Bing’s steps after leaving the 
vineyard in 1966 is important to show the variety of roles she took on. First, she was accepted 
into the Esalen Institute’s inaugural nine-month-long artist residency at Big Sur, on the coast of 
Central California. She then returned to San Francisco in 1968 and operated an art supplies store 
with her aunt for two years.75 Bing also had various positions within the cultural section of the 
city. These roles were a big part of the social activism she partook within the Asian American 
community. Bing worked for all levels of the government, ranging from the National 
Endowment for the Arts (federal, 1968) to Neighborhood Art Program by the San Francisco Arts 
Commission (city, 1971–1976). She was also the first executive director of South of Market Arts 
Cultural Center (SOMArts) between 1980 and 1984, an organization dedicated to supporting 
emerging artist and creatives through multi-disciplinary events and exhibitions. (For a full list of 
her positions during this period, see the timeline in the Appendix I.)  
While well-known feminist art historian (and a friend of the artist) Moira Roth thought of 
Bing’s community work as a part of her Buddhist practice, I will not be discussing these 
positions in this thesis.76 One could certainly argue that her social activism and community 
development work as creative practices. However, there is no evidence to suggest that Bing 
treated her community work as a part of her artistic production—as other conceptual artists had 
from this period, like David Ireland’s renovation of his Victorian home (500 Capp Street, 1975) 
or Tehchin Hsieh’s year-long performances, such as the piece with Linda Montano, where the 
 
75 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. 
76 Moira Roth, “Clarity: Bernice Bing Memorial,” Queer Cultural Center, 1998, accessed on June 23, 2019, 
https://queerculturalcenter.org/clarity-by-moira-roth/. It is possible that Bing had also thought the same, however, 
without a written record, I did not want to presume.  
   
 
 32 
couple lived and worked together while tied at the hip by an eigth-foot rope, yet not touch the 
entire time (Art / Life: One Year Performance 1983–1984 (Rope Piece), 1983–1984). Since 
Bing’s visionary artwork has not been previously studied from this period, I have decided to stay 
within her art practice. I want to acknowledge, however, that these sixteen years of service are a 
significant portion of Bing’s adult life. She contributed to the well-being of Asian Americans and 
the visibility and representation of Asian American artists. This area of her career deserves 
further research and scholarly attention.  
Returning to the goal of this chapter, I review Bing’s spiritual practice in relation to her 
artmaking between 1966 and 1981. Bing’s initial exposure to Zen aesthetics from Hasegawa 
sprouted into a consistent meditation practice at Esalen, when she learned Zen Buddhism from 
the well-known Zen practitioner, Alan W. Watts. She also studied the psychiatrist and 
psychoanalyst Carl G. Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious during her residency. The 
combination of the study and practice manifested in her visionary art, which, as mentioned, has 
not yet attracted attention from scholars of her work. This chapter would be one of the first in-
depth examinations of her work from the 1970s.  
Zen Buddhism and the Jungian Collective Unconscious at the Esalen Institute 
The landscape forms in Bing’s works from Mayacamas led naturally into the work made 
at the Esalen Institute, where more inputs were added to her exploration of self and spirituality. 
Between 1966 and 1967, Bing attended the first artist residency that the institute ever hosted. 
Formed in 1962, Esalen was one of the great centers for the New Age experiment. On the 
majestic central Californian coast of Big Sur, the place hummed with the energy of people 
searching for peace and alternative lifestyles that permeated California in the 1960s.  
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Bing stayed onsite with eleven other artists during the residency. The artists were free to 
join and create their own schedule of seminars, demonstrations, and workshops in this unique 
learning environment. The Esalen founders, Michael Murphy and Richard Price, invited great 
thinkers of the time to teach there. Thirty years old at the time, Bing was exposed to a cornucopia 
of new ideas from these teachers, which included the already mentioned Watts, the German 
psychotherapist Fritz Perls, the creator of gestalt therapy, psychologist Abraham Maslow, who 
heralded the Human Potential movement, and more, but who were less relevant to Bing’s artistic 
development. To focus the discussion, I will center on Watts and Jung.  
Watts taught Bing Zen Buddhism, its philosophies and its meditation practice in his 
workshops at Esalen, which further underlined the principles Hasegawa imparted. At this point, 
Bing’s first practice of American Zen Buddhism—meditation—developed while at the institute 
and continued after she returned to San Francisco. The principal belief in Zen Buddhism is that, 
through meditation, one could achieve enlightenment through becoming aware of one’s already 
enlightened nature.77  
In the 1950s, the early practitioners in the US were enticed by Suzuki’s version of Zen 
Buddhism that held a message of individualism, spontaneity, and intuition that aligned with the 
American cultural ethos to pull away from the pressure to conform at the time.78 Zen Buddhism 
was packaged for its American audience; it was less about the rituals or the study of scriptures. 
This form of American Buddhism fostered a relationship with its practitioners that is less rigid 
compared to how it is studied in Japan, in China, or by its immigrant practitioners in the US. The 
greater flexibility allowed the layperson to choose their own practice. This path is centered 
 
77 “Zen Buddhism,” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, October 2002, accessed on August 28, 2020, 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/zen/hd_zen.htm.  
78 Seager, “Chapter 6: American Buddhism in the Making,” Westward Dharma: Buddhism Beyond Asia, 110.  
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primarily on the search for one’s inner self through meditation. Some of the most ardent 
supporters of the form were Beat movement artists and poets, which included Bing’s circle of 
Beat artists—the “Fillmore Crowd,” which included Brown, Conner, Defeo, and Hendricks.79 
Together, these artists studied and spread Zen Buddhism throughout the United States.  
During her residency, Bing painted only one work at Esalen—Big Sur (1967, figure 10), 
a great work of self-exploration fostered by Zen thought. 80 (She did make many drawings and 
sketches at Esalen, which I will discuss below.) She noted of the work, “[The painting] was 
about the intensity of breaking through the rock to the core of the inner self. It has the intensity 
of the red sky with a mythical creature, a sort of demonic unconsciousness, breaking through.”81 
Bing’s quote recalls her physical surroundings in Esalen, as the institute is located on a cliff off 
of Big Sur overlooking the harsh waves from the sea breaking against the rocks. On a stormy 
dusk, one could imagine the demonic roar of the sea reaching up as the red sun sets.  
The quote also refers to “the core of the inner self,” which references the purpose of Zen 
meditation. The representation of self in the painting could be the mount in the foreground. It’s a 
sectional view into the rock. Compared to the various browns and orange at the tip, the center of 
the mount is a sudden burst of white and yellow. This core brightens and pulls focus to the lower 
right quadrant of the canvas. This glow hints at a new self. It is as if the ghost-like figure in the 
 
79 The “Fillmore Crowd” was made up of her friends and classmates like Joan Brown, Bruce Conner, Jay DeFeo, 
and Hendricks. Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” in Out of the Shadows: Beat Women Are Not Beaten 
Women, 216. And in Landauer, “The Advantages of Obscurity: Women Abstract Expressionists in San Francisco,” 
in Women of Abstract Expressionism, 53. 
80 On the wall label at “Bingo: The Art and Life of Bernice Bing” retrospective at the Sonoma Valley Museum of 
Art, September 2019–January 2020, Linda Keaton, director and curator, noted that the title of the work is SVAAP 
(Big Sur). It was the first time I had encounter this title. In Roth’s 1991 interview, the work was referred to as Big 
Sur, which this thesis will follow. According to the wall label, SVAAP is Sanskrit for “dream.” In my research, the 
spelling of dream is slightly different: svāpa, which contributes to the uncertainty of the source. Keaton was 
approached on May 3, 2020 via email for clarification, none has been offered at the time of this writing.  
81 Bing, Roth, and Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.” 
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water is her old snakeskin, shed and drifted away; and her new self is rebirthed within the rock: 
anew and strong. The success of this new core suggests Bing gaining deeper awareness of herself 
through her Zen meditation practice.  
Bing’s pursuit of Zen Buddhism coincided with her study of Jungian psychology, 
especially that of the collective unconscious. To contextualize Bing’s Jungian-inspired work 
within the larger art historical context, early twentieth-century avant-garde artists of the 
Surrealist movement, including Paul Klee, Joan Miró, and André Masson; and the Abstract 
Expressionist school, including Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Sam Francis, to just name a 
few, had utilized Jungian principles within their work. These artists explored their psyche 
through drawing and painting to investigate an untapped source of image—the unconscious. 
Bing joined this well-trodden path to explore her own psyche as there was a connection to Zen 
Buddhism.  
Religious studies scholar Franz Metcalf notes that Jung himself was an avid student of 
Eastern philosophies and discussed Buddhist practices as the psychological parallel with 
individuation.82 Individuation is a process where a person develops independence from the self. 
The self here means one’s identification to oneself as one being. Once a person achieves this 
independence, the self enters into the common heritage of humanity. This heritage is what Jung 
called the collective unconscious, which is a journey toward the collective Self, the whole of 
human psychic possibility. The self in collective Self is capitalized to distinguish from the 
lowercase, individual self. The self deepens as one ages and gets closer to this overall Self. The 
 
82 Franz Aubrey Metcalf, “The Encounter of Buddhism and Psychology,” in Westward Dharma: Buddhism Beyond 
Asia, edited by Charles S. Prebish and Martin Baumann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 351. 
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Buddhist religious practice of meditation, to Jung, was the opening to this collective 
unconscious.83 Bing utilized this Jungian concept throughout her career.  
The collective unconscious offers a view of the world that is connected by a shared 
humanity. Bing’s socially oriented work in the 1970s with the Asian American community 
suggests that desire towards the well-being of the shared humanity might have been inspired at 
Esalen. In her earlier work, Bing searched for the self as an individual was explored in A Lady 
and a Road Map. Bing’s pursuit of the higher Self—the collective Jungian Self—is explored in 
Big Sur. She worked toward accessing the collective unconscious by following Jung’s suggestion 
to study Buddhism and enter altered state with meditation.84 In order to reach the mental state of 
the collective unconscious, Bing needed to find the state of selflessness.  
Bing’s visual explorations were no longer represented by abstract forms; they became 
dream-like and figurative in the mental state of the collective unconscious. Big Sur consists of 
these surreal representations—forms that could conceivably exist, like the figure in the watery 
bands and the mount containing an inner core. As noted earlier, for Bing the painting “was about 
the intensity of breaking through the rock to the core of the inner self.”85 Access of the self is the 
pathway toward the collective Self in the collective unconscious. This is being investigated in 
Big Sur through these representations of partly natural elements. The solid mount is surrounded 
by the rich dark red and purple, which suggests lava. If the molten core is Bing in the 
foreground, then she is enveloped in the earth, being a part of something greater than herself.  
 
83 Metcalf, “The Encounter of Buddhism and Psychology,” 351.  
84 Walter Truett Anderson, The Upstart Spring: Esalen and the American Awakening (Reading: Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Company, 1983), 59–60. 
85 Bing, Roth, and Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.” 
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Big Sur succeeds in a formal balance that is found in Zen landscape paintings from the 
Muromachi period in Japan (1333–1573), which Hasegawa admired and taught as well. The 
painting is much closer in form to the traditional hanging scroll ink paintings. With a foreground, 
middle, and background, each section of the painting contains its own element—earth, water, 
and air, respectively. Bing balanced the composition by offsetting the elements asymmetrically 
across the canvas. The high horizon line in the painting makes the mount in the foreground the 
focus of the work, which Bing set to the lower right. Then the ghostly shadow in the water then 
pulls focus to the left, and a bit higher than the center of the canvas. While above the horizon-
line are the red clouds in the center of this top portion of the painting. The shift in attention 
across the canvas from side to side was also used in Mayacamas No. 3. Bing used this 
compositional technique to great effect. The surrealist landscape painting shows her work 
coalescing Hasegawa’s Zen aesthetic, the experiential impact of her time in Mayacamas, and 
Diebenkorn’s abstract landscape paintings.  
Bing’s sketches and drawings from this time further one’s understanding of how her 
spiritual practice informed her work. Reflected in the increasing surrealistic elements, her 
sketchbooks are filled with creatures of the strange and dark. Gnarly to a point of abstraction, her 
biomorphic forms are the stuff of nightmares—achieved through the altered states in meditation. 
These are the types of expressions that evoke a sense of exorcism from her psyche, not unlike the 
eighty-three drawings and gouache works of Abstract Expressionist Jackson Pollock made for 
his Jungian psychiatrist, Dr. Joseph Henderson, between 1939 and 1940. The practice of drawing 
is linked to both the psychological processing and the Zen Buddhist meditation practice.  
While making these works at Esalen, Bing often labeled or included the prompt for the 
particular sketch. A sketch labeled Alan Watts ‘Jack in a Box’ The Guru and the Ridiculous, 
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(1967, figure 11) is no different. As one of the primary proliferators of Zen Buddhism in the US, 
Watts could be interpreted as the “Jack,” who popped up to show something new to the public. 
The sketch consists of a sphinxlike animal, it could also perhaps be the “Jack.” Below the sphinx 
is a spiral of cubes and triangles to the left. To the right, there is a sprout of roots that looks like a 
dark willow. Between these two elements is a large cube, presumably “Jack’s box.” The animal 
atop the box looks almost human, with eyes, a nose, and pursed lips that allude to a whistle or air 
being squeezed as the “Jack” surprises its unsuspecting victims. But unlike the happy-go-lucky 
toy, Bing’s “Jack” is serious and purposeful. The work expresses a great weight and darkness 
with the youthful object, which acknowledges the duality within Zen, whereby material with the 
immaterial, old and young, light and dark all co-exist.   
Landauer argues that the dark themes in the work address Bing’s study of 
existentialism.86 In this particular drawing, the philosophy of existentialism leads to a dark 
interpretation. During her time in CCAC, her exposure to the philosophy coincided with the 
development of her Abstract Expressionism. Bing noted the following on the philosophy’s 
impact on her work, “The philosophical bases of existentialism—one’s responsibility for making 
one’s own nature as well as personal freedom, independent decision making, and the importance 
of commitment—were to me the attitude of the abstract way of painting.”87 Taking into account 
“one’s own nature,” Bing’s sexual orientation was considered an aspect of herself that society 
had yet to accept. Viewing “Jack” as another representation and exploration of self, Bing showed 
a version of herself that is simultaneously pure and scary. The former being how she might have 
felt about her sexual orientation, while the latter is how society might have felt about it.  
 
86 Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 224–228.  
87 Bing, “Artist’s Statement” for the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition, 1990. 
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Bing’s work shifted toward a greater level of figuration. Esalen was a significant time for 
the development of a tangible and conscious spiritual practice. Over the course of the 1960s and 
1970s, her relationship to spirituality deepened as her self-discovery grew into a consideration of 
the community through her Zen practice and the study of the Jungian collective unconscious. 
From her altered meditation states, the tension between the dualities of life manifested in works 
like Big Sur and her sketches.  
Introducing Visionary Art to Bing’s Work 
The goal of this section is to uncover Bing’s visionary art and this work’s relationship to 
her spiritual practice in the 1970s. Scholars have identified the transhistorical phenomenon of 
visionary art as having roots in the symbolist movement from the late nineteenth century Europe, 
while the practicing artists of the genre considered its concepts to be much older, dating the ideas 
back to the time of Plato.88 Bing’s interest in it was connected to the popular psychedelic art 
movement when she was at the Esalen Institute in 1967.  
Bing’s work had conceptual and representational elements of visionary art after Esalen.  
Art historian Robert C. Morgan, writing for the “Psychedelic: Optical and Visionary Art Since 
the 1960s” exhibition for the San Antonio Museum of Art in 2010, notes that artists of visionary 
art draw from “the spiritual and primal instincts of feelings.”89 In visionary artist Laurence 
Caruana’s “The Manifesto of Visionary Art,” he suggests that vision includes the “sacred, 
psychedelic, esoteric, oneiric, occult, alternative, archetypal, primitive, transpersonal, fantastic, 
 
88 Henri Dorra, Symbolist Art Theories: A Critical Anthology (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994). Alex 
Grey, “Essays: What is Visionary Art?” AlexGrey.com, accessed on November 28, 2019, 
https://www.alexgrey.com/media/writing/essays/what-is-visionary-art. 
89 Robert C. Morgan, “Eternal Moments: Artists Who Explore the Prospect from Happenings,” Psychedelic: Optical 
and Visionary Art Since the 1960s, by David S. Rubin (San Antonio: San Antonio Museum of Art, 2010), 44.  
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… [and] surreal.”90 Depending on the artist, each draws from surrealism, geometric abstraction, 
print graphics, and much more. Visionary art is rooted in the spiritual at its core as Bing’s work 
also exhibited.  
Critic and art historian Thomas Albright from the San Francisco Area explained that the 
content of visionary art, what he called the utopic vision, aims to move and shape people’s 
perspective of the world. Artists create works with humanistic messages from peace on earth to 
complete revolution of the government structures.91 Albright adds that there is no uniform 
aesthetics among the visionary artists.92 However, the common aim in the art is the artists’ desire 
for their audience to understand the work. The utopic ideals of visionary art propose a universal 
access for all, which stemmed from the desire of its artists wanting to avoid more loss of life in 
more violent wars. 
Alex Grey, one of the key artists of the form, offers a visual description of visionary art. 
Liken it to Jung’s collective unconscious, visionary art furthers the artists’ “inner sight.”93 
Visuals come from the artists’ mind, as they push beyond their conscious minds and into the 
unconscious. The manifestations of those thoughts, stemming from dreams or trance states, vary 
greatly from artist to artist. Some artists based in the US used fantastical spaces and symbols to 
represent the universal ideals, like the work of Paul Laffoley, Bill Martin, and Joseph Parker. 
Others provide a view into the human bodies as cosmically linked to the universe, as in Grey’s 
work. For Bing, her form of universality contains ideas of harmony through imagined forms and 
 
90 Laurence Caruana, “The Manifesto of Visionary Art,” The Art History Archive, 2001, accessed on November 28, 
2019, http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/visionary/Visionary-Art-Manifesto.html.  
91 Thomas Albright, “The Utopic Vision,” in Art in the San Francisco Bay Area. Berkeley (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1985), 165–185. Along with other statements made about Visionary Art arose from this reading.  
92 Albright, “The Utopic Vision,” 165. 
93 Alex Grey, “Essays: What is Visionary Art?”  
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surreal dream spaces. Both are extensions of her earlier work, Two Plus in the former (see figure 
2) and Big Sur in the latter (see figure 10).  
Bing’s visionary art in the 1970s brought a greater level of figuration into her work and 
also furthered her exploration of the Jungian concept of the collective unconscious. Linda 
Keaton, curator of Bing’s 2019 retrospective, was the first historian to observe her visionary 
works:  
Although limited in number, Bing’s visionary works present some of her most 
aesthetically dynamic contributions. […] One of the first curators to document this 
emerging style of art was the legendary Walter Hopps, who described “visionary” 
painting as an “ongoing dialogue with life, accessible by virtue of its shared humanity, 
rather than by an academic indoctrination.”94  
Walter Hopps (1932–2005) was an innovative and respected curator and museum director of 
modern and contemporary art, who worked in the latter half of the twentieth century. Keaton 
uses his quote from his introduction in Visions, the 1970s must-have illustrated text on the 
California Visionary School of Art.95 He defines visionary art as focused on ideas of communal 
life and the lived experience, and away from academia. Bing pursued the same “shared 
humanity” via her new spiritually inclined visionary art through figuration and representation.  
One of the key links between Bing’s work to visionary art is in the titles. She includes 
“visionary” or “vision” in her titles, such as Visionary 1971 (1971, figure 12) and Visionscape 
(1980). The most interesting of these vision-named works addresses her queerness in a subtle 
way. Visionary Figurescape (1971, figure 13) alludes to sexuality. As many saw the psychedelic 
art movement of the 1960s as a time of greater acceptance and in no small part—the era of a 
 
94 Linda Keaton, wall label at “Bingo: Art and Life of Bernice Bing,” a retrospective exhibition, 2020. Walter 
Hopps, Visions (Corte Madera: Pomegranate Publications, 1977) vii. 
95 Hopps, Visions. The seven featured artists are Sheila Rose, Bill Martin, Cliff McReynolds, Gage Taylor, Thomas 
Akawie, Nick Hyde, and Joseph Parker.  
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sexual liberation. Bing’s visionary art suggests a hopeful continuation of the openness in the 
1970s.96  
Visionary Figurescape presents an unmistakable embrace in the bottom half of the 
composition. Two horizontally entwined bodies lay on top of diagonal bands of gradating 
yellows into black from the middle of the canvas to the bottom. The figures are cladded in 
gradating shades of blue that cut across their forms in diagonal bands. The top figure is in lighter 
blues and the bottom with darker blues. Bing had not approached something so definitively 
figurative before. In her other works, figures are only suggested in patches of pinkish hue, as in A 
Lady and a Road Map (see figure 7), or strokes of color and shapes that abstractly implied 
people, as in Velázquez Family (see figure 1).  
The two figures are androgynous. The light blue figure crosses their leg over the hip and 
buttocks of the dark blue figure, who buries their head into the chest of the light blue figure. 
They lack features that distinguish them as male or female. Hence, while Bing moved away from 
abstraction and leaned into representation, she maintained ambiguity with the figures’ gender. 
The mystery of their sex invites her audience to reconsider the binary in gender and also test 
their possible basic assumptions around gender.97 Shaded in the same color family and gender 
unspecified, these figures achieve universality in expressing the idea of love through an embrace. 
 
96 Morgan, “Eternal Moments,” 41–49.  
97 By relinquishing that authority, Bing was also spared of revealing her own sexuality. The action could both 
encourage curiosity of those who cared or quell those who didn’t. However, Bing did hints at something: both 
figures are different shades of blue. These similar colors suggest that they might be of the same sex. This insinuation 
could be the closest admission of her sexual orientation in her work. Even then, it is up for interpretation.  
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The gay liberation movement had picked up national momentum since the 1969 
Stonewall Riots in New York City.98 But for San Francisco, the LGBTQ community had called 
for and fought for their liberation much earlier. Thanks to the right to assembly law in California 
that passed in 1951, the LGBTQ groups formed in San Francisco were some of the earliest 
recorded in US history. 99 For example, The Daughters of Bilitis was the first lesbian 
organization to form in San Francisco in 1955. In the same city where this significant forward 
momentum in the gay liberation fight was also where the great setbacks took place, such as the 
assassination of the city’s first openly homosexual supervisor, Harvey Milk, in 1978.  
There’s no evidence of Bing’s direct participation in a lesbian group until the 1990s, 
when she supported the Lesbian Visual Artists (later renamed Lesbians in the Visual Arts, 
founded in 1990). However, her directorship at South of Market Arts Cultural Center (SOMArts) 
between 1980 and 1984 were also a non-verbal acknowledgement of her sexuality, as South of 
the Market by the 1970s was already a known safe area for the LGBTQ community with gay-
friendly bars and housing.100 SOMArts serves the local community by bringing exhibitions and 
multi-disciplinary events to the area. Bing brought programming, like the lesbian punk rock 
band, the Sex Pistols, to South of the Market. While Bing withheld her sexual orientation during 
her lifetime, to a great degree, it is known among friends.   
 
98 Donna J. Graves and Shayne E. Watson, Chapter Two: LGBTQ History,” Citywide Historic Context Statement for 
LGBTQ History in San Francisco (City and County of San Francisco, October 2015), accessed on August 28, 2020 
https://default.sfplanning.org/Preservation/lgbt_HCS/LGBTQ_HCS_October2015.pdf, 183. 
99 Bill van Niekerken, “A History of Gay Rights in San Francisco,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 22, 2018, 
accessed on August 28, 2020, https://projects.sfchronicle.com/2018/sf-pride-timeline/.  
100 Page & Turnbull, Inc. “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) Communities,” South of Market Area 
San Francisco, California: Historic Context Statement, Final, June 30, 2009, accessed on August 23, 2020, 
https://archives.sfplanning.org/documents/372-SOMA_Historic_Context_Statement_06-30-2009.pdf, 72–78. 
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As the LGBTQ community became more visible, oftentimes through painful evolutions, 
in the latter half of the twentieth century, Bing’s activities and work also mirrored the cautious 
and gradual shift. From A Lady and A Road Map from 1962, to Visionary Figurescape from 
1971, it took nearly a decade to unearth Bing’s figure from abstraction to a figural embrace. 
Visionary Figurescape consists of the most explicit consideration of eroticized subject matter in 
Bing’s oeuvre to date.  
Curator Lydia Matthews notes that, following the shift in representation in Bing’s work 
in the 1970s, Bing had produced more direct lesbian content a decade later—Unfoldings (1983), 
a series of overt erotic forms; and Cuntry (1988), a drawing that “manifests an unmistakably 
vaginal tree trunk accompanied by wildly energetic limbs.”101 Like her visionary titles, drawing 
connection to the form, these titles echo how other feminist and lesbian artists, who also named 
their works in a way that highlight their bodies, such as Judy Chicago’s Birth Project (1980–
1985) and Carolee Schneemann’s Vulva’s Morphia (1995). These titles stake claim to their 
bodies as their right. While Visionary Figurescape includes no overt erotic forms or vaginal 
representations, these two figures hint at Bing’s attempt at representing homoerotic love.  
There is little published record of Bing’s visionary work from the 1970s. She showed 
some of these works to Knute Stiles, a writer and critic for the Artforum. Stiles wrote an 
enthusiastic review from his 1971 studio visit. Although visionary was not a part of his 
terminology for the work, the description he provided strongly suggests it. It is the only evidence 
of these works in the press:  
The most recent painting is a large allegorical painting about enlightenment of women, 
still trapped by the vibes, but also possessed by ecstasy. The knowledge pyramid is on its 
end, and thus a negative or female symbol with a rising sun above it. This is almost as 
 
101 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” According to Matthews, Bing chose not to show these works publicly. 
Unfortunately, they were not available at the estate.  
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romantic as nineteenth-century painting: the symbolization of pathos, faith and idealism. 
[…] These would make a fine museum show.102  
Stiles’s account shows that Bing shared some of the iconography and meaning of her visionary 
works with the reviewer. However, unfortunately, most of the symbols Bing has recorded in her 
journal do not correspond to the works I studied.103  
The one exception is the “sun and sea” symbol in Visionary 1971 (1971, see figure 12) 
from Bing’s brief study of tantra art—from the esoteric traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism. 
Found in her journal, dated July 1, 1970, the entry indicates that it represents the sun descending 
into the earth or the sea.104 In the entry, the symbol is a semicircle atop a broad-side-up triangle 
with six horizontal stripes through the triangle. The meaning of symbol goes further: it creates a 
balance between the male half—the sun, and the female half—the sea. In Visionary 1971, the 
relatively small one on the painting only has three stripes.  
The combination of the sun and sea is a motif often repeated by visionary artists. Joseph 
Parker, one of the seven artists featured in Hopps’ Visions, made a career of painting suns against 
a watery horizon. Dawn of the Aquarian Age I (1968, figure 14) is just one of many examples. 
The sun’s rays look like a pattern from a kaleidoscope, which describes the Spiritual Sun for 
Parker.105 Compared to the permanent fixture that is the sun in Parker’s work, Bing’s sun is 
neither ascending, nor descending. Her sun also lacks the perpetual joy that Parker’s extrudes. In 
 
102 Knute Stiles, “San Francisco,” Artforum 9, no. 7 (March 1971): 78.  
103 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. 
104 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. In the same entry, Bing would also 
record two Hindu symbols from Tantra art. Bindu is six triangles nested inside each other, the point facing down, 
decreasing in size toward the center. It symbolizes the sacred enclosure. The yantra represents the 
goddess Tripurasundarī and the cosmos. At the center of this yantra are the same triangles, the ring around it 
represents the lotus, and surrounding all that is “walls and gates” pointing to the four cardinal directions. In Tantra 
art, the symbols are meant to be abstractions representing these large ideas. It is difficult to say if Bing used or 
thought about these symbols’ meanings or if she was just playing with the idea of symbols themselves. 
105 “Joseph Parker,” Iasos.com, accessed on March 15, 2020, https://iasos.com/artists/jparker/. 
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fact, painted almost entirely in black, Bing’s descending sun feels more ominous and foreboding. 
It is a symbol rather than a representation of these natural elements. In Parker’s work, his suns 
are the emphasis of the paintings and take up most of the composition. Whereas in Bing’s 
painting, if it weren’t for the notes from her journal, the symbol would have remained a 
semicircle atop a triangle with stripes—just another geometric combination of shapes without 
specific signification from the artist. While neither artist creates literal representations of the sun 
and sea, Bing’s rendition is symbolic and mysterious, unlike Parker’s fantastical and exuberant 
one.  
Bing provided additional details on the symbol in the same journal entry. From Jung’s 
theory of collective unconscious, the symbol also stands for animus and anima. Animus is the 
masculine part of the female soul; and anima is the feminine part of the male soul.106 In the 
psychological theorem, each sex suppresses their opposite. Men have trouble accessing their 
anima; and women are not in touch with their animus. Although the psyche of all genders 
contains both, better integration of both animus and anima would make for a more balanced 
person. It is consistent with Jung’s study of Zen Buddhism for similar ideas of balance. The 
symbol in Bing’s painting represents that attainment or the reach toward such balance. This 
meaning of the symbol further speaks to her study of the Jungian collective unconscious via 
visionary art. 
The internal balance Jung sought for people is reflected in the balance of pairings in 
Visionary 1971. Bing created complementary figures to articulate that balance visually: 1) the 
gradating horizonal bands in the background that meets the ultramarine blue foreground that 
 
106 Radmila Moacanin, “Archetypal Symbols,” The Essence of Jung’s Psychology and Tibetan Buddhism: Western 
and Eastern Paths to the Heart (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2003), 64–65.  
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forms a horizon, which echoes the floating sun-sea symbol; 2) the liver-shaped form floating on 
the right of the canvas that mirrors a white shape that looks like a body bag resting on the flat 
surface underneath it; and 3) the two ghost-like figures that face each other to the lower left.107 
As Hopps notes of the visionscapes like Bing’s,  
[They] are even more revealing and convincing than our normal perceptual reality—
distant objects are as clearly seen as near ones, airlessly and motionlessly, as though all 
existed in a completely crystal-clean sublimely immaculate natural shrine, seen through 
some microtelescopic mental lens, to achieve a degree of astonishing molecular 
perception which sees further than the actual eye can see.108  
The components of Visionary 1971 combine into a cohesive space, giving each element a 
primordial eternal presence. This Jungian search for balance and clarity are also a part of the Zen 
philosophical and aesthetic principles. The painting encourages a slow and contemplative 
viewing that echoes Bing’s meditation practice. I found myself making up stories to connect the 
seemingly random elements.  
From 1966 on, Bing’s visionary works are the spiritual manifestations of her Zen 
meditation practice to explore the self and the Jungian collective unconscious as inspired by her 
time at Esalen. She expanded on the idea of balance in her work and introduced meditation 
between works. Each work draws out a different transformational dynamic of the spiritual. Due 
to the lack of documentation, most symbols and forms from her visionary work in this period are 
left opened to interpretation. These figural representations move her work towards narrative, 
which are later combined with her calligraphic and abstract language.  
  
 
107 Bands in gradations of color reoccur in visionary art, which could be seen in the works by Grey, Parker, and 
lyrical abstractionist Stephen Mueller. The motif usually represents transformation and transcendence—as change is 
a big theme in spiritually based works.  
108 Hopps, Visions, xii.  
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Chapter Three: 1981–1998 
By the 1980s, Bing became a devoted practitioner of Nichiren Buddhism, the second 
form of Buddhism she practiced. When she lost her younger sister Lolita on July 8, 1978 to liver 
cancer and three other close friends around the same time, Nichiren Buddhist meditation became 
a significant part of her grieving and healing process.109 On August 17, 1978, Bing wrote, 
“Lolita’s death has given me courage, and the knowledge—yes, I can control my life situation or 
be in command of my own destiny.” She went on to list four things she wanted achieve that year, 
such as “I want to build my house on some land,” and ended the entry with, “These are material, 
yet I can develop my spiritual side.”110 This quote suggests that her grieving process was 
supported to her spiritual practice. In the section on Nichiren Buddhism in this chapter, I 
examine how this link manifested in her work.   
By her last decade, Bing put all of her visual languages into her work. Thus far, I have 
used the term, “visual language,” as a shorthand for the style of painting Bing engaged with at 
the time. “Visual language,” however, is also applied by visionary artists to describe the 
combination of styles and ideas that they embrace within their work.111 Given the diversity of 
styles within visionary art, there is a distinct lack of a consistent formal style among its artists. 
Visual language and “experimental” are both used as descriptions for what artists bring into their 
works. Bing incorporated Abstract Expressionist techniques, abstract landscape painting, 
visionary art concepts around spirituality, symbols and concepts from Zen and Nichiren 
Buddhism, and calligraphy to form her own unique form of Neo-Expressionism. By the last 
 
109 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Entry on July 13, 1978.  
110 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Entry on August 17, 1978.  
111 Caruana, “The Manifesto of Visionary Art.”  
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years of her life, Bing engaged with a new spiritual practice and study of Nyingma Buddhism.112 
By this point, she combined the teachings and practices from the three sects of American 
Buddhism. The two forms of Buddhism she practiced, discussed in this chapter, informed aspects 
of her visual language, which appear in her work from the last decade of her life. 
Nichiren Buddhism 
Illustrating Bing’s commitment to the daily practice, she built her Nichiren Buddhist 
butsudan (or shrine) twice in 1982.113 The shrine encloses the gohonzon, the “object of 
devotion,” in the Nichiren tradition. Nichiren Buddhism taught Bing not only to create her own 
sacred space, but also to set intentions for her future. At the end of the same year, Bing made a 
new list of goals in her journal for the next twenty years.114 She ended the entry by repeating the 
Nichiren Buddhist chant, summoning the wisdom of the Lotus Sutra, one of the most influential 
Buddhist scriptures.115 In order to better understand Nichiren Buddhism’s impact on Bing and 
her work, the following is background on this popular form of American Buddhism, which arose 
in the late 1970s.  
Nichiren Buddhism was founded in Japan in the thirteenth century, by the Buddhist priest 
Nichiren (1222–1282). Soka Gakkai (formed in 1930), a leading lay Nichiren Buddhist group, 
brought this Japanese Buddhist practice to the United States in the 1960s as a part of a global 
 
112 The earliest record of Bing’s exposure to Tibetan Buddhism, broadly speaking, was in her study of tantra art in 
1970, as noted in her journal: Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Entry on 
July 1, 1970. It is not clear from the entry if there was a sustained study.  
113 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Entry on December 9, 1982.  
114 Journal, “Bernice Bing” [1967–1987], Bernice Bing Estate, Sonoma, CA. Entry on December 9, 1982.  
115 Kumārajīva, The Lotus Sutra, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993).  
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peace effort (kosen-rufu) that attempted to unite the world.116 The Soka Gakkai International 
USA (SGI-USA) was established by Daisaku Ikeda (b. 1928) in 1975. The organization’s 
mission arose from the shadows of World War II in the post atomic world. The people of Japan 
wanted an end to the violence, given their experience with the bombing of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in 1945. The members of SGI were drawn to this message of peace. The practitioners 
called for nuclear disarmament as humanity’s collective right to life. The organization embraced 
freedom of speech and religion in their international format, which contributed to the rapid 
diversification and expansion of the membership in the United States and internationally.117 
Similar to the connection between Zen (East) and abstraction (West) in Hasegawa’s teachings, 
the Nichiren Buddhist movement also contained a nationalistic agenda to help Japan regain its 
international standing in the postwar marketplace. The international reach resulted in Bing’s 
study and personal investment in the particular Buddhist form that shaped her work.   
SGI-USA’s simple message and practices make it easy for a disciple to start the rituals. 
The central practice includes daily recitation of excerpts, called gongyo, from the Lotus Sutra. 
Nichiren believed that the sutra contains the key to accessing Buddhahood and that all people 
have the inherent potential to reach enlightenment through their daily actions of compassion and 
giving.118 The second part of the practice is the chanting of nam-myoho-renge-kyo(南無妙法蓮
 
116 In addition to the temple affiliated Nichiren Buddhist groups, like Nichiren Shōshū and the various Nichiren Shū 
schools, there are lay groups Honmon Butsuryū-shū (1857), Risshō Kōsei Kai (1938-1960), Kenshōkai (1942), and 
Shoshinkai (1980), for Soka Gakkai is one.  
117 David W. Machacek, “Immigrant Buddhism in America: A Model of Religious Change,” Nova Religion: The 
Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, vol. 5, no. 1 (October 2001): 78. Richard Seager, Encountering the 
Dharma: Daisaku Ikeda, the Soka Gakkai, and the Globalization of Buddhist Humanism. (California: University of 
California Press, 2006), 97.  
118 “Nichiren,” Soka Gakkai International website, accessed on March 31, 2020, https://www.sgi.org/about-
us/buddhist-lineage/nichiren.html. 
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華經).119 The phrase myoho-renge-kyo (妙法蓮華經) is the Japanese pronunciation of the 
Chinese title of the Lotus Sutra.120 In English, it means “Lotus Sutra of the True Law.” Nam (or 
Namu) comes from the Sanskrit namas, which means “homage” or “devotion.” The phrase 
together is “Hail to the mystic law of the Lotus Sutra.”121 Reciting the phrase is meant to invoke 
in and remind its chanter the wisdom and power of the entire text. The practitioner is rewarded 
with alleviation from suffering—what Bing sought for herself and her community.  
A follower recites the chant and gongyo before the gohonzon. Nichiren originally 
inscribed the gohonzon on either paper or wood. This word-based, calligraphic inscribed scroll is 
a moji-mandala (文字曼陀羅, a calligraphic mandala). Nichiren thought that by using script, as 
opposed to symbols or figurative representations, it focuses practitioners to the message and 
words of the Lotus Sutra. Believe to be imbued with the enlightened spirit of Nichiren, the 
significance of the gohonzon comes from sharing in his wisdom. There are at least 740 recorded 
inscriptions by Nichiren.122 Nichiren high priests continue to create their own calligraphic 
renditions of the gohonzon as a ritual practice, which follow Nichiren’s format.123 However, each 
 
119 Nissatsu Arai, Outlines of the Doctrine of the Nichiren Sect (Tokyo: Shueisha, 1893), 9, accessed on November 
13, 2020, https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=WE0uAAAAYAAJ&hl=en&pg=GBS.PP18.  
120 Richard Hughes Seager, “10: Buddhist Chanting in Soka Gakkai International,” Religions of the United States in 
Practice, vol. 2, ed. Colleen McDannell (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 113. To further detail the 
individual characters: myo (妙) means wondrous; ho (法) means law; renge (蓮華) is lotus flower or lotus blossom; 
and kyo (經) is sutra. The rest of the translation of the phrase also came from this source.  
121 Seager does not explain why the shift from “True Law” to “mystic law” within his text.  
122 Zuiki Kataoka, Kihachi Yamanaka, and Risshō Ankokukai. Nichiren Daishōnin Goshinseki (Chiba-shi : Risshō 
Ankokukai, 1981). The WorldCat record indicates that Nichiren had scattered 740 holographs around Japan. Here is 
a video of 125 examples of Nichiren’s iterations: Nichiren Shu Renge Ji, “125 Mandala Gohonzon by Nichiren 
Shonin,” Youtube.com, August 7, 2008, accessed on November 13, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CB3fTV74yco&feature=share. 
123 Extensive debate arose in 1991 over the supremacy of particular gohonzons. SGI and its followers were 
excommunicated from the Nichiren Shōshū, a priesthood temple-linked group, from use of the Dai Gohonzon. The 
argument started over the increased fee to worship and for official copies of the Dai Gohonzon. Mark MacWilliams, 
“Techno-Ritualization: The Gohonzon Controversy on the Internet,” Heidelberg Journal of Religions in the Internet, 
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bring their own calligraphic flare to the gohonzon inscription. Gohonzons are made with ink on 
paper and banners, carved wood and stone, and in woodblock prints. Some of the whole 
inscription, others just of the chant. They enshrine these mandalas to create sanctuaries and 
physical objects to focus one’s energy during their spiritual practice. Bing chanted and meditated 
before her gohonzon daily.124   
How Bing’s Nichiren Buddhism practice enhanced her work is examined later on in this 
section, but first I must provide some context on Bing for the work I am about to discuss. In the 
1980s, her paintings incorporated wispy brushwork that mimics calligraphy. Most scholars 
attributed this shift to her three-month trip to Asia through the prestigious Fulbright Scholarship 
in 1984.125 It has been discussed in the scholarship on Bing as the turning point in her career. The 
trip was heralded as the start of the merge between her Abstract Expressionist techniques and her 
calligraphic practice. Bing herself noted in her interview with Roth and Tani in 1991, “After my 
return from China in 1985, I would seriously get back into painting again because I felt that my 
life had been overtaken by being an arts administrator for the past five years [at SOMArts].”126 
Quotes like this lead to conclusions from curators like Keaton in the retrospective catalog: “In 
1984, Bing visited China, Korea, and Japan and studied calligraphy with the prominent artist 
Wang Dongling at the China Academy of Art in Hangzhou. His goal to merge Western and 
 
vol. 2, no. 1 (2006), accessed on November 14, 2020, http://archiv.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/volltextserver/6959/1/Aufsatz_MacWilliams.pdf.  
124 The author has not been able to independently verify what Bing’s personal gohonzon looks like, therefore unable 
to note specifically about hers.  
125 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 236.  
126 Bing, Roth, and Tani, “Interview with Bernice Bing.” 
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Chinese aesthetics helped initiate Bing’s next major phase in her work.”127 Bing took only six 
weeks of calligraphy lessons from Wang Dongling during her stay.128 As one of the leading 
figures in contemporary calligraphy, the inventor of luanshu (chaos script), Wang is another 
eminent artist scholars have attached to Bing’s biography.129 By deemphasizing Bing’s 
relationship to Wang, I can assess other practices in her life that also introduced calligraphy into 
her work.  
While Wang and the trip played a role in the change to Bing’s work, I would like to 
suggest that her aesthetic inclination toward calligraphy might have stemmed originally from her 
time spent with her gohonzon, which took place earlier than her study of calligraphy in China. 
While Bing had not recorded any formal study of gohonzons, I would be surprised that such an 
inquisitive mind as Bing’s would go without study of the many versions for spiritual and visual 
inspiration. The iterative process of these inscriptions connects so well with the practice of 
meditation. It might be a surprise that other scholars have not noted this possible connection 
between her Nichiren Buddhist practice and her work. However, scholars have not specified 
when Bing studied which form of Buddhism.130 Therefore, the idea of the gohonzon having a 
relationship to her calligraphic practice is a new view on her work.  
 
127 Linda Keaton, “Introduction,” Bingo: The Life and Art of Bernice Bing (Sonoma: Sonoma Valley Museum of 
Art, 2019), 2.  
128 Bernice Bing, “Biography: Bernice Bing,” Women Artists of the American West, accessed on June 9, 2019, 
https://cla.purdue.edu/academic/rueffschool/waaw/AsianAmerican/Artists/BINGBio.HTM. 
129 John Tancock, “Poetry and Painting,” Wang Dongling: Poetry and Painting (China: Chamber Fine Arts, 2018), 
13.  
130 Bing’s Wikipedia page and a post by Nancy Ewart, a journalist for the San Francisco Examiner, on her personal 
blog are the two sources where Nichiren Buddhism is mentioned specifically. Most scholars generalize Bing’s 
practices to the overarching term—Buddhism. “Bernice Bing,” Wikipedia.org, last edited on July 5, 2020, accessed 
on October 31, 2020,  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bernice_Bing#:~:text=Like%20many%20postwar%20abstractionists%2C%20she,Nic
hiren%20(1222%E2%80%931282). Nancy Ewart, “Bernice Bing. April 10, 1936-August 18, 1998,” 
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Gohonzon is usually vertical in composition. Using the chant, it pays homage to the title 
of the sutra, which runs down the center of the composition. Flanking this stacked text are names 
of other figures of note in Buddhism, like Shakyamuni, historical founder of the religion, to the 
title’s immediate left. The centrality of the sutra could not be understated. As in most visual 
forms in Buddhism, visual representations are hierarchical. The fact that the chant inhabits the 
central position—the usual place of honor meant for the Buddha—suggests that in this particular 
sect of Buddhism, the word of the Buddha is most important. There are many versions of this 
mandala, but generally there are four tiers of names. The chant is written in stylish calligraphy 
with sweeping long angled strokes that forms a house-like shape with a pitched roof. The Dai-
Gohonzon (figure 15) in Japan from the thirteenth century, inscribed by Nichiren, that Bing 
wanted to visit in 1983 is could be used here as one example.131 The top two tiers are for the 
more powerful, while the bottom two are for the lesser deities. In the center on the bottom, 
Nichiren had inscribed his name to “express that the state of Buddhahood is not an abstract 
concept but is manifest in life and behavior of human beings.”132 All the names are written 
vertically in stylized calligraphy, where the words are stacked atop one another.  
Works like Untitled (1988, figure 16) and Cosmic Gap #1 (1990, figure 17) take on a 
similar central composition as the gohonzon. Bing had explained that the gaps in her work are 
 
cheznamastenancy.blogspot.com, April 13, 2019, accessed on September 29, 2019, 
https://cheznamastenancy.blogspot.com/2019/04/bernice-bing-april-10-1936-august-18.html. 
131 The 1991 forgery claim on the Dai-Gohonzon forced a split within between the SGI and Nichiren Shōshū, a 
temple-linked Nichiren Buddhist group. Bing’s desire to visit the Dai-Gohonzon predates this break. Unfortunately, 
there were no journal entries on Bing’s 1984 trip to Asia. I am unable to verify if she ever saw Dai-Gohonzon in 
person, which would have been located the Shōhonzan Taiseki-ji (Head Temple Taiseki-ji), at the foothills of Mount 
Fuji. Since 2002, the Dai-Gohonzon has been relocated to the Hoando storage house within the same temple 
complex. 
132 “Gohonzon,” Soka Gakkai International website, accessed on March 31, 2020, https://www.sgi.org/about-
us/buddhist-lineage/gohonzon.html. 
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trees that symbolically represent spiritual energy, “Their presence of strong vertical structures 
are conduits connecting heaven and earth. And yet, it can symbolize a continuous “gap” in our 
universe.”133 Abstract Expressionist Barnett Newman also used a similar formal element in his 
work, like in Moment (1946) or Onement I (1948, figure 18). Newman’s “zips” were vertical 
bands that reach the top and bottom of the composition. They have a spiritual component that 
describes the Jewish creation myths.134 Bing’s “gap” and Newman’s “zips” suggest voids that are 
full of potential within, with the former energetically charged and the latter capable of creation.  
In both of Bing’s compositions, a scrawl of brushwork flanks this gap, which formed by 
two vertical parallel lines that run down the center of the canvas. The spiritual spine that echoes 
the chant in the gohonzon is made visible. The space around the gap in Untitled has tight and 
evenly matched black brushstrokes of similar density on both sides. Being the earlier work, 
Untitled is less refined. The consistent pigment and stroke widths made the painting feel 
overworked. The later work, Cosmic Gap #1, varied between thick strokes that form false 
ideograms. Its thinner underlayer flutters in blues, whites, and yellow that feel loose and well 
commanded. The larger flanking ideograms are also a part of the gohonzon aesthetic. In the 
gohonzon, the Four Heavenly Kings, who represent the guardians of the world in Buddhism, are 
positioned at the four corners in larger type, which signify the four cardinal directions. Bing’s 
placement of the larger forms is similar in her paintings. The spiritual connection in Bing’s work 
has grown from conceptual balance and exploration of self and collective Self, to full-fledged 
visual integration of formal qualities as well.  
 
133 Bing, "Statement on Quantum for the Triton Museum Exhibition," from October 18, 1992.  
134 Judith Wilkinson, “Barnett Newman, Moment, 1946,” Tate.org, March 2014, accessed on June 10, 2020, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/newman-moment-t05501.  
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Cosmic Gap #1 demonstrates Bing’s command of gohonzon’s formal qualities and 
Hasegawa’s techniques as well. Similar to his 1954 Untitled (see figure 3), Cosmic Gap #1 uses 
large strokes next to delicate ones. Visual balance is created between the strokes. At the same 
time, the varying sizes of the strokes develop a hierarchy of emphasis, which creates visual 
centers across the canvas, like Hasegawa’s Untitled. Cosmic Gap #1 engages with Zen 
aesthetics, like spontaneity. In Bing’s painting, the layered brushwork of yellows next to the 
“gap” on both sides twirl freely. With the outer border of blues coming toward the center, the 
overlap between the two colors feels instinctive and unplanned. All of which create great 
harmony in her work. While her early work had not embodied Hasegawa’s technique, it is 
evident in these later works that they finally came to fruition in the 1980s.   
In the early 1990s, Bing continued to expand the Zen aesthetics and the calligraphy 
observed in the gohonzon in her work. She had new opportunities to exhibit, especially in the 
1991 solo exhibition at SOMArts as well as the 1992 exhibition with the Triton Museum. For the 
latter occasion, she created one of her few installation pieces, Quantum No. 1 (1991, figure 19). 
The work is made up of forty mixed media panels, which adds up to 192 inches by 420 inches in 
one installation of the work. The grid format has been common since the post-1970s. As 
Rosalind Krauss notes in her seminal article on the grid, the mystic power of the grid “makes us 
able to think we are dealing with materialism (or sometimes science, or logic) while at the same 
time it provides us with a release into belief (or illusion, or fiction).”135 The idea for Quantum 
No. 1 is that one could install the panels in any order and with each installation the overall work 
would look different. The display of Quantum No. 1 is similar to Byron Kim’s 1991–1993 
Synecdoche, where his skin-colored panels, could be hung differently each time, while 
 
135 Krauss, “Grid,” October 9 (Summer 1979): 54.  
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maintaining the grid. While Kim’s work was about the rising racial awareness and tensions in the 
1990s, the reordering of panels in Bing’s Quantum No. 1 is meant to mimic the ever-changing 
positions of particles in quantum physics.  
Bing’s Quantum No. 1 threads the scientific to her spirituality as Krauss argues of the 
grid. She studied the quantum realm via Tao of Physics (1975) by Fritjof Capra, which she read 
in May 1991.136 Capra’s work touts a relationship between various Eastern religions (including 
Taoism, Zen Buddhism, and Hindu Mysticism) and quantum mechanics as a way to holistically 
view and perceive the world.137 This popular science text understandably drew Bing’s attention, 
as she saw the East and the West as working together. She said in her 1990 artist’s statement, “I 
was living in and reacting to parallel worlds—one, the rational, conscious world of the West; the 
other, the intuitive, unconscious world of the East. This duality caused me to explore the 
differences and samenesses [sic] in art forms.”138 Through Capra’s text, Bing was able to relate 
her work to science (the rational, the West) via the panels and to the spiritual (the intuitive, the 
East) via the calligraphic in Nichiren Buddhism.  
Conceptually, Quantum No. 1 exhibits Bing’s study of the collective unconscious as well. 
The work is a representation of the whole that requires an acknowledgement of its forty distinct 
panels. This awareness of the parts that form the whole is an illusion to the self and the Jungian 
 
136 Bing, “Artist’s statement,” 1992.  
137 Pier Luigi Luisi, “Rereading ‘The Tao of Physics’: An Exploration of the Parallels Between Modern Physics and 
Eastern Mysticism,” Wall Street International Magazine, September 23, 2016, accessed on August 27, 2020, 
https://wsimag.com/science-and-technology/21283-rereading-the-tao-of-physics.  
138 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” 1990. Interestingly, D.T. Suzuki notes in his Zen and Japanese Culture (Princeton: 
Princeton University, 1959) 219, the same sentiment: that the West is “logical” and the East “intuitive.” 
Unfortunately, the estate did not have an inventory of books Bing might have owned, but given her time with Watts 
at Esalen, I would not be surprised if Bing had a copy.  
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collective Self. This interpretation further underlines Bing’s connection to Zen Buddhism via the 
Jungian concept.  
 Quantum No. 1 reflects Bing’s continued calligraphic explorations from the 1980s. Each 
panel contains an array of expressive brushstrokes that form false ideograms. Bing included 
several partial characters that connect to her Buddhist practice. These locations are from the 
1991 installation. In the third panel from the left on the top row, she wrote the top portion of the 
Chinese character “yellow” (黄). Its inclusion evokes the color or potentially the monk’s cloak or 
the aura of Buddha. On the third row, the fifth and center panel contains another character, this 
one suggests the traditional form of the “lotus” character (蓮), but with some extra strokes to the 
character’s left. Considering Nichiren Buddhism’s focus on the Lotus Sutra, this inclusion at the 
center of the installation is especially telling. The last illusion to a character is in the panel right 
below “lotus.” It is the traditional Chinese character “dream” (夢), missing its bottom strokes. 
Dream harkens to not only Bing’s journaling from her visionary art practice, but also visionary 
artists’ inspiration and reliance on dream states to provide imagery for their work. These 
calligraphic partial ideograms not only conjure additional meaning to the work, but also 
connections to Nichiren Buddhism and visionary art.   
 Bing was by no means the only American artist to engage with calligraphy. Famed artist 
of the early twentieth century, such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline, and Mark Tobey, had all 
studied the Asian technique. Some denied their practice (Pollock and Kline), while others like 
Tobey embraced the teachings as well as spent time in parts of Asia, as Bing had, for a full 
immersion. As art historian Bert Winther-Tamaki notes in The Third Mind, in the immediate 
postwar era, Asian American artists felt they had to either distance their work from Asian 
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references to not be seen as “only” an Asian artist or stake claim to those same elements.139 For 
Bing’s part, she described in 1990 that this binary of the East and West as having equal footing 
in her work—she calls it a synthesis.140 My goal here is to establish an earlier starting point for 
Bing’s calligraphic interest that has a spiritual component, which has not yet been discussed in 
the existing scholarship, rather than to argue the binary. This section establishes a connection 
between Bing’s work with Nichiren Buddhism and her increased commitment to her spiritual life 
with a daily practice. So while the 1984 trip to study calligraphy in China was significant, I argue 
that her Nichiren Buddhism practice had an effect on her work from the early 1980s. As the 
footprint of her spiritual practice continued to grow in her life and work, the visual significance 
of gohonzon came through in her work, which contributed to the evolution of her visual 
language.  
The Merge of Bing’s Visual Languages 
By the 1980s, the works by Bing from the late 1980s and early 1990s are most closely 
align with Neo-Expressionism, although her work has not been discussed as such in the existing 
scholarship. Containing the rejection of the cold intellectual forms in Minimalism and 
Conceptual Art of the 1960s, Neo-Expressionism from the 1980s extended and differed from 
German Expressionism (1920s), Abstract Expressionism (1940s), and the Bay Area Figurative 
movement (1950s). Not shying away from figuration, narrative or emotional content, the 
figurative abstractions of Neo-Expressionists, like Francesco Clemente, Anselm Kiefer, Julien 
Schabel, and Enzo Cucchi, brought spirituality in their works. Bing’s works, like Dusk (1986, oil 
 
139 Bert Winther-Tamaki, “The Asian Dimension of Postwar Abstract Art: Calligraphy and Metaphysics,” The Third 
Mind: American Artists Contemplate Asia, 1860-1989 (New York: Guggenheim Museum, 2009) 155. 
140 Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” in the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition at the Southern Exposure Gallery, 1990. 
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on canvas) and Lotus Root (1990, oil on canvas), merge Abstract Expressionist and calligraphic 
techniques, while including nature and even story that present the Neo-Expressionist quality in 
form and content.  
Between 1968 and 1984, Bing created very few works due to her various roles in 
community organizations noted in Chapter Two. While making a living, Bing had a lot of time to 
reassess and reengage with her work. Upon returning to painting after quitting her fulltime 
position as the executive director of SOMArts in 1984, Bing thought of her work anew and 
created this Neo-Expressionistic form that gathered all her techniques and concepts she studied 
into one style.  
Bing’s Neo-Expressionism combines Abstract Expressionist techniques with calligraphic 
strokes. This is most clearly seen between the two large black masses in Raging Wind (1986, 
figure 20). It consists of the blending on canvas as seen in Diebenkorn and her own early work 
from the 1960s. One mass is painted across the canvas diagonally on the left, while the other 
oval-shaped mass is set right of center. Between these blackened areas is a bright yellow wedge, 
layered on top of soft pinks and a pale blue undercoat. Each color weaves and peeks through, 
which makes clear her art school training was still a part of her work. And as discussed in the last 
section, Bing’s calligraphic inclusion suggests staking a claim to her Chinese heritage without 
being overt.  
The influence of Zen Buddhism in Raging Wind is evident in the spontaneity of its 
strokes. Bing mastered the “controlled accident” that Watts complimented Hasegawa on in his 
work. The brushwork in the painting no longer feels labored and overemphasized, as Two Plus is 
(see figure 2). The strokes seem to dance across the canvas in a carefree and untethered fashion. 
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Without any moment of rest on the entire canvas, the work continuously pulls the eyes around 
and around, creating a harmonious composition.  
Raging Wind incorporates the calligraphic techniques within the masses. Bing exhibited 
skillful handling of pressure changes on the continuous brushstrokes in the work. The techniques 
used bring to mind a relationship to the script on the Nichiren Buddhist shrine. To the right of the 
composition, her strokes move across the painting, forming ideograms that aren’t representing 
specific concepts. On the right, near the top of the round mass, there’s a particularly bright 
yellow stroke. Bing confidently dragged the brush across and hooked back. It is a typical 
compound calligraphic stroke, héng (横, horizontal) with pie (撇,slant). While these marks don’t 
make specific characters, they create distinctive moments across the canvas for careful observers 
to take in. By combining the techniques her calligraphic training with her abstract techniques, 
Bing painted in a new way that she had not done before.  
Another way Bing brought spiritual ideas into Raging Wind is through figuration. Hidden 
in the mass of brushstrokes is a face in profile. The bright yellow stroke mentioned earlier forms 
the eye. The reverse combination of black on yellow below this hook on the canvas forms the 
mouth of this face. Between the eye and mouth is the nose in pale yellow with trails of black 
mixed in. The black strokes in the upper right corner also look like a top knot of hair. All 
combine to suggest a face. It could just be pareidolia, the eye seeking faces in a random pattern, 
however, other works from this period also consist of spiritual descriptions that suggest the 
living, like Vital Energy and Lotus Goddess (both from 1986). One reading of Raging Wind 
could be an abstract portrait, a self; or the collection of brushstrokes form that expresses a 
collective Self as explored in Jung’s collective unconscious.  
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As the title suggests, Raging Wind invites viewers to also think of nature. Not as 
something to see, but rather as something one experiences. In Bing’s abstract landscapes from 
the early 1960s (see Mayacamas No. 3, figure 6), they contain flattened planes evocative of 
Diebenkorn’s figurative abstractions. While there’s movement, these earlier landscapes came 
from visual observation from a static position. But in Raging Wind, the twirling black diagonal 
and the frenzied round mass jostle one’s eyes all over the work. The nature being illustrated is 
air; Bing created the feeling of “raging wind” upon one’s skin on an open hilltop on a canvas. 
The work shows the evolution of Bing’s relationship to nature from one that is visual to 
experiential by materializing wind.  
Similar to Raging Wind, Bing combined ideas and techniques she had gathered over the 
years in another work, Epilogue Triptych (1990–1995, figure 21). The 15-foot mural like 
painting is a summation of the concepts Bing had been assembling. As the title implies, Bing 
presented a closing statement to encapsulate her body of work. It takes up three 60-inch-by-48-
inch panels, forming a long painting that some friends call a self-portrait.141 It is not a figurative 
representation of Bing. This is an abstract painting that strongly implicates the space beyond the 
canvas. The work shows its viewers the collection of ideas Bing had studied that formed this 
impressive work. 
Seven sections are formed by six gaps. Between these gaps, each section highlights one 
or two visual ideas and techniques. One of them is the levity and spontaneity that Bing sourced 
from Hasegawa’s Zen aesthetics. Viewing Epilogue Triptych from right to left, the change that 
occurs most dramatically across the canvases is that her strips start vertical and by the last panel, 
the bands are tilted to the left, away from the center. The effect is that the verticals are steady and 
 
141 Anno in discussion with the author on September 19, 2019. 
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regular until the uplift to the left. These stripes syncopate as viewers walk across the work. The 
staccato effect brings lightness and movement to the long painting as the eye dashes up and 
down. One’s awareness is led by the gaps. Similar to Newman’s zips, Bing’s gaps articulate 
movement across the canvas in painting that speaks to her mastery of spontaneity even over a 
large and long work. 
The two central sections present her abstraction, the visionary concepts, and her 
calligraphic skills; Bing weaved them together seamlessly. The sections have two distinct color 
palettes: blue, yellow, and black on the left, and red, black and white on the right. Bing used the 
blue, yellow, and black to form an abstracted figure. It has sensuous curves shaped like an 
outstretched arm, hint of a breast, and the folds of a stomach. The form is reminiscent of the 
visionary art surrealistic figures in both Big Sur (see figure 10) and Visionscape 1971 (see figure 
12). The section to the right contains loose Chinese ideograms that echo the right end of the 
painting, which draws from her calligraphic practice. It is reminiscent of works like 
Philosopher’s Stone (1987, figure 22), Ideograph, and Ideograph I (both from 1989, figures 23 
and 24).  
Epilogue Triptych also suggests a representation of the collective unconscious. In the 
common heritage of humanity, Jung believed that there is a shared Self in us all.142 With that 
idea in mind, if the entire painting represents the self, by separating herself into segments, Bing 
presented herself also as a collective. With that interpretation of the Jungian collective 
unconscious, the work could also suggest a coming together of her communities, or, in the 
visionary art’s universal thinking, of humanity. In proposing this possible oneness, Bing created 
a work that is her whole self and the synecdoche of herself within the larger collective Self.  
 
142 Metcalf, “The Encounter of Buddhism and Psychology,” 351.  
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 Bing’s work started to combine the various techniques and concepts she explored over 
her career in the last two decades of her life. Existing scholarship on Bing as well as her own 
artist’s statement discuss her work from the mid-1980s on as a synthesis of the East 
(calligraphic) and West (abstraction).143 I This section is meant to change the current perspective 
on her late work. Bing’s paintings are not just simply a fusion of the two primary visual 
languages of hers. But rather, her work from this period tackles multiple sources that truly reflect 
the consolidation of the various art forms and ideas she had been experimenting with to create 
her own unique Neo-Expressionist visual language.  
Nyingma Buddhism 
Bing became more aware of her body and her mortality in the mid-1990s as she was 
diagnosed with hemochromatosis and lupus.144 The former caused her blood cells retain too 
much iron, while the latter is an autoimmune disease where the body’s immune system becomes 
hyperactive and attacks normal, healthy tissue. Unable to obtain the liver transplant in time, Bing 
died from the complications her lupus caused in 1998. Her friends, like Roth, noted that Bing’s 
practice of Nyingma Buddhism, one of the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism, grounded 
her in the dualities of life—happiness and sadness, gain and loss—where she found the serenity 
amid her illnesses.  
 
143 Lydia Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” Ressler, “Chapter 3: Asian American Women Artists: Community Networks 
and Cultural Autonomy,” 39. Hallmark, “Bernice Bing,” 19. Matsumoto, “Pioneers, renegades, and visionaries,” 
177. Bing, “Artist’s Statement,” in the “Completing the Circle” Exhibition at the Southern Exposure Gallery, 1990. 
144 Carol Wiebe (friend and housemate of Bernice Bing), email message to author, February 14, 2020. I am unable to 
establish an exact year for her diagnosis of the diseases Bing had, lupus and hemochromatosis. Wiebe, housemate 
for the last ten years of Bing’s life, noted 1995 or 1996, but was unsure if it was for which disease. She also 
mentioned that Bing might have also had Hepatitis C, which she did not share with friends. Since that has not been 
otherwise substantiated, I leave this detail for future historians to further research. 
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In the Spring of 1998, just months before her death, Bing went on a retreat at the Odiyan 
Retreat Center, in Cazadero, California.145 Roth and Flo Oy Wong both spoke of her study of 
Nyingma Buddhism but without specific start dates.146 However, Roth maintained that Bing’s 
deepening study of Nyingma Buddhism was linked to her painting as a goal to apply both the 
internally and externally directed forms of Buddhism.147 Bing’s participation at Odiyan is the 
only verifiable point of practice, with such a short period, it is difficult to measure the true 
impact of Nyingma Buddhism as I have done with Zen and Nichiren Buddhism.  
The Odiyan Retreat Center was founded by Tarthang Tulku Rinpoche in 1969, who built 
the facilities in 1975. Tarthang Tulku’s teachings belongs to the Nyingma tradition, which is the 
oldest amongst the four Tibetan Buddhist schools. Founded in the eighth century, the Nyingma 
Buddhistm traces its origins to the Indian master Padmasambhava (known as Guru Rinpoche). 
Tarthang Tulku was one of the last lamas to complete his full training before the 1959 uprising in 
Tibet, which the People’s Republic of China brutally squashed.148 India, the birthplace of 
Buddhism, accepted many refugees from Tibet escaping from China’s religious persecution. 
Tarthang Tulku escaped there before he left with his family for the US in 1969. He established 
the Nyingma Institute in Berkeley in 1972, and later incorporated Dharma Publishing in 1975 in 
Cazadero. With the center and the publishing arm of the organization, these efforts quickly 
formalized Tarthang Tulku’s place of authority within the Nyingma Buddhists in the US.  
 
145 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” 
146 Moira Roth, “Clarity: Bernice Bing Memorial,” Queer Cultural Center, 1998, accessed on June 23, 2019, 
https://queerculturalcenter.org/clarity-by-moira-roth/. Wong in conversation with the author on September 23, 2019.  
147 Roth, “Clarity.” 
148 An estimated 87,000 Tibetans were killed during the uprising. From “Congressional Record: March 10, 2004 
(Senate),” Federation of American Scientists, March 10, 2004, accessed on August 10, 2020, 
https://fas.org/sgp/congress/2004/s031004.html.   
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Nyingma Buddhist practice differed from Zen and Nichiren Buddhism. While the ways to 
enlightenment in Zen Buddhism centers on the self in individual practice of meditation and 
Nichiren Buddhism in the chanting and teachings in Lotus Sutra, Nyingma Buddhism 
practitioners achieve enlightenment through Dzogchen. The term translates to “Great 
Perfection,” the Nyingma school’s supreme practice. Dzogchen is achieved through “cutting 
through the attachments or delusion” (trekchö) in the mind and “direct crossing” (tögal) that 
reveals the immediate realization to actualize enlightenment in one’s lifetime.149 
With the Dzogchen teachings on the awareness of the mind, Bing probably thought about 
her life and its purpose as her end drew near. Her meditation practice grew to three hours a day. 
During this time, her skin browned from her liver’s inability to process her blood properly and 
she was already quite frail.150 Through it all, she continued to make art. She made smaller works 
as she no longer had the physical strength to carry out larger works. One such small work is 
Untitled (1998, figure 25), only 8 inches by 10 inches. The yellow central glow suggests a 
phoenix rising from the ashes. Gleaming against dark green and jet-black background is a 
converging point of white and yellow. This fiery tip could be interpreted as both a mountain top 
lit by the setting sun, or the mythic bird with outstretched wings taking flight. Both these 
readings of the work suggest that Bing was presenting a goodbye. Beautiful and eternal, the 
simple execution reaches grace and balance.  
The radiance from this little painting calls to mind what Roth noted of the artist at her 
memorial at the SFAI on September 26, 1998. Roth read from her own journal entry, dated July 
30, 1998:  
 
149 John Powers, Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism (Ithaca: Snow Lion Publications, 1995), 383-387. 
150 It’s clear in photographs of her pigmentation. Also, Wong in conversation with the author on September 21, 
2019.  
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Talk[ed] with Bernice over tea this morning—she is more and more deeply drawn to 
Tibetan Buddhism, up until now said she had been involved with a more outer-directed 
form of Buddhism, with a focus on peace and social justice. This Tibetan version is more 
inner-directed—she uses the word “clarity” to apply both to its practice and the goal she 
had set herself for her new paintings.151 
In less than a month from that entry, Bing died on August 18. In the making of Untitled, Bing 
was both clear in her objective and harnessed the peace Roth spoke of.   
Bing studied the three Buddhist philosophies and practices: Zen Buddhism, Nichiren 
Buddhism, and Nyingma Buddhism. Each impacted her differently. Her meditation practice was 
at the core of each tradition she maintained. Ultimately, there was not a sense that Bing treated 
these practices distinctly. Bing added to her spiritual practice bit by bit; each form of Buddhism 
as manifested in America wove its own layer into her work. These effects were expressed in her 
work differently. As she transitioned from form to form, her artwork too altered and took on new 
spiritual and visual concepts rooted in the particular form of American Buddhism. They provided 
her with concepts and visual components that filtered into her artwork. Some ideas like balance 
remained constant, while representation came, went, and came again more subtly. I have 
observed these correlations in this thesis as a new way to understand Bing’s oeuvre.    
 
151 Roth, “Clarity.”  




This thesis adds to the scholarship on artists with spiritual practices that exhibitions like 
“The Third Mind” at the Guggenheim Museum explored. In reviewing the four decades of 
Bing’s career, I found her curious mind was not just drawing from “Buddhism” as a static form. 
Similar to the New York City cohort of artists and thinkers in the 1960s, including John Cage, 
Robert Rauschenberg, and Jasper Johns, Bing was not tethered to only one Buddhist practice 
over the course of her life. Each of the three forms of American Buddhism she practiced brought 
something new to her work, be it conceptual or visual. As her meditation practice became a 
greater time investment, each Buddhism had a distinctive impact in her work. It is my hope that 
future scholarship takes into account how changes in artists’ spiritual practices might affect their 
work across their career.  
By reassessing the existing scholarship on Bing that highlights her Chinese American 
identity or her relationships to the Abstract Expressionists and the Beat movement artists and 
poets in her early years, this thesis focuses on her relationship to the three American Buddhist 
practices. Bing had the longest engagement with Zen Buddhism. With Zen, there were two 
phases of exploration. The first phase came with Hasegawa, not as a practice, but as new ideas 
that ignited her lifelong learning. Through his two courses, he imparted wisdom about aesthetic 
harmony, balance, and repetition.  
The second, the more serious, study of Zen Buddhism for Bing solidified at the Esalen 
Institute in 1966-1967. She maintained a meditation practice throughout the 1970s. One’s path 
toward enlightenment is inward facing; and art is the externalization of that understanding of 
self, as discovered through meditation. In the examination of this time, I shifted away from the 
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association with her teachers at Esalen toward her meditation practice in Zen Buddhism and her 
studies of Jung’s collective unconscious.  
From 1968 on, her visionary art consists of dream visuals and symbols, which are a great 
deal more figurative. Zen aesthetics and visionary art are both transhistorical art phenomena. 
Each adopts and evolves in unorthodox ways by incorporating new ideas of the times and 
depending on how each artist showcases the form in their work. Bing synthesized Zen and 
visionary art into her work. In discussing her last two decades, I expanded on the synthesis 
beyond the East/West binary as her work is often framed, to include other concepts, like 
visionary art, that were also at play in her late work.  
In the early 1980s, Bing’s spiritual practice transitioned to Nichiren Buddhism. Her 
meditation practice became a daily routine, demonstrating an escalation in commitment to her 
practice that included meditating, chanting, and recitation. The use of calligraphic forms soon 
followed in her work. Bing’s aesthetic choices started to reflect the combination of the various 
visual threads she had been experimenting with throughout her career—Abstract Expressionism, 
abstract landscapes, Zen art, visionary art, and the calligraphic. The surrealist figuration takes a 
back seat in her later work. However, the narrative aspect of visionary art made it into her work, 
such as the idea of universality and the collective Self that forms her Neo-Expressionist works. 
By the end of her life, Bing utilized Nyingma Buddhism’s complete awareness to come 
to terms with her illnesses, and she formed expressions of that acceptance in her work. Her 
spiritual practice from 1981 to the end of her life in Nichiren and Nyingma Buddhism revealed 
previously undiscussed conceptual and visual influences, whereby her Neo-Expressionistic 
visual language emerged. For Bing, her spiritual practice not only informed her choices in art, 
but also her way of life and who she was in her community.  
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As curator Jaquelynn Baas writes that, “Philosophy—Buddhist or otherwise—should 
never be construed as the only factor in the creation of art.”152 While each form of American 
Buddhism contributed to Bing’s work in its own way as explored in the preceding chapters, this 
thesis does not presume that they were the only factors that affected her work. I have 
investigated how certain form might have arisen in her paintings, while cognizant that her 
community played a major role in the formation of her work as well.153  
Unfortunately, the framework of this thesis precluded me from going deeper into her 
community work as noted at the beginning of Chapter Two. Unlike the more well-known artists 
Bing knew from the 1960s, some of her key associations in later years are less discussed in the 
scholarship on Bing. This includes her advocacy work for a number of non-profit arts and 
community organizations between 1968 and 1984. Since the positions she held did not directly 
relate to her artmaking and in her role as an arts administrator more often prevented her from 
making artwork, the scholarship on Bing generally briefly mentions the fact and moves on.154 
Community organizers like Gordon Chin, who literally wrote the book on San Francisco 
Chinatown leadership in the latter half of the twentieth century, briefly acknowledges Bing’s 
work at the Neighborhood Arts Program in his book.155 A deeper review into her community 
work with these organizations could expand the view of Bing’s self-selected position as an artist-
advocate and artist-activist for the Asian American community in San Francisco.   
 
152 Baas, “Asian Philosophy: New Dimensions for Art, 1945–1975.”  
153 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.” Jennifer Banta, “The Painting in the Rafters: Refiguring Abstract Expressionist 
Bernice Bing,” Sightlines (2009), 14–40. Landauer, “The Dual Worlds of Bernice Bing,” 212–252. 
154 Matthews, “Quantum Bingo.”  
155 Gordon Chin, “Ten Years That Woke Up Chinatown,” in Building Community, Chinatown Style: A Half Century 
of Leadership in San Francisco Chinatown (San Francisco: Jay Schaefer Books, 2015), 45. 
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Another association that needs further exploration in Bing’s literature is her participation 
in the formation and growth of the Asian American Women Artists Association (AAWAA, 
formed in 1989). The friends she made at AAWAA are major reasons Bing has not been lost to 
history, as the mission of the organization is to promote Asian American women artists in the 
arts through grants and exhibitions. Since AAWAA helped produced some of the materials on 
Bing, in their attempt to maintain subject objectivity in those documents, the organization and 
the artists involved are not as prominently featured in Bing’s history. This story of the reciprocal 
support between the organization and its members deserves scholarly attention. It is an 
informative chapter of civil rights history that demonstrates the grassroots efforts within the 
minority groups toward equality and representation in the arts. They created some of the initial 
scholarship on Asian American women artists. These are just two potential biographical topics 
on Bing for further research. 
Throughout this thesis, I analyze how Buddhism served Bing artistically. I would like to 
acknowledge how Buddhism served Bing personally. Religious studies scholar Richard Hughes 
Seager explained that Buddhism is “a set of awareness techniques that foster awakening and 
psychological healing.”156 The quote refers to the Insight Meditation movement, which is another 
branch of American Buddhism. But the notion is applicable to the other Buddhist forms as well. 
Buddhism was a source of Bing’s resilience—she faced life with a big smile and a brush in her 
hand (figure 26). The mental techniques and concepts provided her a sense of tranquility from 
her traumatic childhood to the difficult illnesses. Her practice allowed her to thrive and 
continued to create at a time that the art world had not paid her work the kind of attention that 
her European American contemporaries enjoyed. 
 
156 Seager, “Chapter 6: American Buddhism in the Making,” 113.  
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The history of Bernice Lee Bing’s work is still being written and explored. While she is 
more well-known among Asian American artists, she is still quite unknown to the art community 
and the general public. There is limited scholarship, and a limited number of works available for 
study.157 As described in this thesis, Bing’s work has a range of styles and subjects, so it prevents 
easy categorization. To describe her career fully, one must contextualize each of her approaches. 
This thesis has deepened the understanding of the impact of her spiritual practice on her work 
over time. I expanded previously under-studied areas of Bing’s work. Through her spiritual 
practice, I was able to fold in her visionary art in the 1970s, which had been somewhat out of 
place with her abstractions; the calligraphic inspiration from the Nichiren Buddhist gohonzon in 
the 1980s; and the Neo-Expressionistic works as she returned to painting in the late 1980s and 
1990s. As Bing’s personal interest and investment in Buddhism grew, her art was enhanced by 




157 There are only thirty-one works available digitally in addition to the fourteen works in public institutions. They 
are Mayacamas No. 6 at the de Young Museum of Art, San Francisco, and The Velásquez Family and an untitled 
drawing at the Crocker Art Museum, Sacramento. As of November 2020, Asian Art Museum in San Francisco 
acquired eleven works by Bing. Stanford University has also agreed to take the management of Bing’s papers from 
the estate.  
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Appendix I: Timeline 
 
1936  Born on April 10 in Chinatown, San Francisco, California.  
1952–1955  Went to Oakland Technical High School in Oakland, California. 
1954–1955  Won two years in a row multiple titles from the Scholastic Art Competition.158 In 
1955, her opaque watercolor, titled Trees (1955), was exhibited at the Emporium 
Center in San Francisco as a part of the award.  
1955–1957 Started her Bachelor of Arts degree at California College of Arts and Crafts 
(CCAC, known as the California College of the Arts (CCA) since 2003) in 
Advertising; taught by Saburo Hasegawa in Spring 1956 and Richard Diebenkorn 
in Fall 1956 and Spring 1957.  
1957–1959  Transferred to California School of Fine Arts (CSFA, in 1961, the school was 
renamed, San Francisco Art Institute (SFAI)) to complete her undergraduate 
degree in Painting; learned from Bay Area Abstract Expressionists Elmer 
Bischoff and Frank Lobdell, as well as other working artists such as Manuel Neri 
and James Weeks.  
1958  Worked as a waitress and lived above the Spaghetti Factory, one of the main Beat 
Generation hangouts. Met Beat luminaries from Allen Ginsberg to Michael 
McClure, and artists, like Jay DeFeo, Wally Hendrick, Leo Valledor, Deborah 
Remington, Cornelia Schulz, Bill Brown, and Arlo Acton.  
1959–1961  Continued at CSFA for her Master of Fine Arts degree. During her program, she 
met Joan Brown, William T. Wiley, Alvin T. Light, Carlos Villa, JoAnn Low, 
Robert Hudson, Bill (William) Geis, and Manual Neri before he became her 
professor right out of his BA program at CSFA. Met Bruce Conner after he 
arrived in San Francisco in 1959.  
1960–1961  Participated in “Gangbang” group exhibition at The Batman Gallery, curated by 
Conner. Exhibited at The Batman Gallery again later that year, this time a solo 
exhibition.  
1962–1966  Worked at Mayacamas Vineyard in Mayacamas, California; produced at least 
thirteen paintings, possibly twenty, in the Mayacamas Series. 
1964  Exhibited with Margot Campbell in a two-woman show.  
1966–1967  Participated in the Esalen Institute’s first artist residency in Big Sur, California, a 
nine-month-long program.  
 
158 “Tech Artists Again Tops the State Show,” Oakland Tribune, March 14, 1954, 76. “Tech Students ‘Steal Show’ 
in Scholastic Art Contest,” Oakland Tribune, March 6, 1955, 84.  
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1967–1969  Moved back to San Francisco. Owned and operated “Artifacts,” where she sold 
art supplies out of 1824 Grant Avenue, San Francisco, CA.   
1968  Group exhibition at Cellini Gallery, San Francisco, CA. Possibly “Elevated 
Underground: The North Beach Period,” which Jay DeFeo was in; and a solo 
exhibition at CCAC Gallery.  
1968–1969  Served on the Arts Expansion Program panel for National Endowment for the 
Arts. 
1970  Appointed as the program organizer for Neighborhood Arts Program in the 
Chinatown-North Beach Area. 
1971–72  Taught painting at CCAC for two semesters. 
1972–76  Appointed a Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) artist. 
1976  Cofounded Scroungers Center for Reusable Art Parts (S.C.R.A.P.) for 
Neighborhood Arts Program and CETA with Ann Marie Theilen and 140 other 
CETA artists.  
1976  Included in “Other Sources: An American Essay” exhibition organized by Carlos 
Villa. 
1977–78  Appointed field coordinator for California Arts Council. 
1980–84  Appointed director and executive director of SOMArts Cultural Center (SOMArts 
or South of the Market Arts Cultural Center, it was also known as Friends of 
Support Services for the Arts for a time) in San Francisco.  
1982  Set up her Nichiren Buddhist altar for her daily practice; organized “Salon de 
Refuses” in protest of the exclusion of artists from the SFAI’s 110th annual 
exhibition.  
1983  Awarded Distinguished Alumni Award, SFAI. 
1984–1985  Awarded the San Francisco Art Commission Award for Distinguished Work and 
Achievement in Community Arts. Went to China, Japan, and Korea as a Fulbright 
Scholar for three months. Studied calligraphy with Wang Dongling in Zhejiang 
Academy in Hangzhou. Lectured on American Abstract Expressionism to art 
students in Beijing.  
1985  Settled in Philo, California.  
1988  Exhibited in Two Women exhibition at Winona Gallery, Mendocino, California. 
1989  Met Moira Roth in 1989. Became a member of Asian American Women Artists 
Association (AAWAA). Participate in “Exhibition of Works by San Francisco 
Artists,” in Mexico City, Mexico. 
   
 
 88 
1990  Exhibited in “Completing the Circle: Six Artists,” Festival 2000, Southern 
Exposure Gallery, San Francisco, and Triton Museum of Art, Santa Clara, 
California.   
1991  Solo exhibition at SOMArts. Interviewed with Moira Roth and Diane Tani for the 
exhibition. Publication with Visibility Press, a local publisher invested in the 
visibility of people of color.  
1993  Group exhibition, “(R)evolution into the Second Century,” SFAI. Group 
exhibition, “Time Echoes,” AAWAA, Gorman Museum, University of California, 
Davis, California. “Three-person exhibition,” Asian American Arts Center, New 
York, New York. 
1994  “Women on the Silk Road” Gallery on the Rim, First Interstate Center, Zen 
Hospice Project, San Francisco, California. 
1995 Group exhibition, “With New Eyes: Towards an Asian American Arts History,” 
San Francisco State University Gallery and group exhibition, “Art in Perpetuity,” 
Nuyorican Poets Café, New York. 
1996  “Beats,” group show in conjunction with the M.H. de Young Memorial Museum 
and SOMArts. Won the National Women’s Caucus for Art Awards.  
1997–1998  “Asian Traditions/Modern Expressions: Asian American Artists & Abstraction, 
1940-1970,” a traveling exhibition from New Jersey to Michigan and California.  
1998 Went to a Tibetan Buddhist retreat in the Spring at the Odiyan Retreat Center, 
Cazadero, California. Died on August 18 in Philo, California. Memorial service at 
SFAI on September 26.  
 
  





Figure 1. Bernice Bing, Velázquez Family, 1961, oil on canvas. From Crocker Art Museum, 




Figure 2. Bernice Bing, Two Plus, 1960, oil on canvas.  
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California.   




Figure 3. Saburo Hasegawa, Untitled, 1954, ink on paper.  
From Saburo Hasegawa Memorial Gallery, Konan Gakuen, Ashiya. 
  
 
Figure 4. Richard Diebenkorn, Untitled, 1950, oil on canvas. 
Jonson Gallery Collection, University Art Museum, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 
Bequest of Raymond Jonson.  
 








Figure 6. Bernice Bing, Mayacamas No. 3, 1963, oil on canvas.  
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California.  
 




Figure 7. Bernice Bing, A Lady and a Road Map, 1962, oil on canvas. 
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California.   
 
 
Figure 8. Joan Brown, Sitting Girl, 1962, oil on canvas.  
From Oakland Museum of California, Oakland, California. 




Figure 9. Kenneth Callahan, Contemplation (Universal Voyage), c. 1960s, tempera and oil on 




Figure 10. Bernice Bing, Big Sur, 1967, oil on canvas.  
Private Collection of Bonnie Whyte.   
 




Figure 11. Bernice Bing, Alan Watts ‘Jack in a Box’ The Guru and the Ridiculous, 1967, black 
ballpoint pen on paper. From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California. 
 
 
Figure 12. Bernice Bing, Visionary 1971, 1971, oil on canvas.  
Private Collection of Jeannine and David Carlson.  




Figure 13. Bernice Bing, Visionary Figurescape, 1971, oil on canvas. From Private Collection. 
 
 
Figure 14. Joseph Parker, Dawn of the Aquarian Age I, 1968, oil on canvas. 
From Benu, https://i.pinimg.com/originals/0b/29/c9/0b29c9d51710af56fbaba23dcae15f1a.jpg. 
 




Figure 15. Dai-Gohonzon, at Taisekiji, allegedly created by Nichiren in the 13th century.  
From Wikimedia Commons. 
 
 
Figure 16. Bernice Bing, Untitled, 1988, mixed media on paper mounted on canvas. 
From Lavrev.net.  
 




Figure 17. Bernice Bing, Cosmic Gap #1, 1990, mixed media on paper mounted on canvas. 
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California.  
 
  
Figure 18. Barnett Newman, Onement, I, 1948, oil on canvas and oil on masking tape on canvas. 
From the Museum of Modern Art, New York, Gift of Annalee Newman.  
© 2019 Barnett Newman Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. 
 



















Figure 21. Bernice Bing, Epilogue Triptych, 1990–1995, oil on three canvases.  




Figure 22. Bernice Bing, Philosopher’s Stone, 1987, oil on canvas.  
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California.  
 




Figure 23. Bernice Bing, Ideograph, 1989, oil on canvas. From Cla.purdue.edu. 
 
 
Figure 24. Bernice Bing, Ideograph I, 1989, oil on canvas. From Artnet.com. 
 




Figure 25. Bernice Bing, Untitled, 1998, water-impasto mixed with water oil.  
From the Estate of Bernice Bing, Sonoma, California. 
 
 
Figure 26. Robert Hsiang, Bernice Bing, 1990, photograph. ©Bob Hsiang, 1990. 
